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Chapter One

Ash

“He’s waking up.”

As those words drifted into my slowly rousing brain, I was convinced that I was going to open my eyes and see the moving forest above me, feel the sway of the cart bumping over uneven ground, sit up and see Caom and Idony staring at me. That I was going to have to relive it all again. The grief. The misery. The fear. The crushing loneliness of my empty cottage on the edge of unseelie land. The agony of my burning death all alone in the Carlin’s throne room.

But when I opened my eyes, I saw a golden face peering down at me with a worried expression, green eyes blinking frantically. Sideways.

“N-Nua?” I rasped, voice low and hoarse.

His striking face broke into a weak smile, and I felt a warm hand on my bare chest. “Yes. It’s me.”

I struggled up onto my arms and looked around blearily. I was in a small, cramped room with low ceilings. It smelled loamy in here, and weak firelight flickered over the dim space. After a second, I realised the walls and ceiling were actually made of dirt. Thick beams of wood stretched above me, stopping the earth from swallowing me whole.

Nua leaned away, drawing my gaze back to him. I stared at his face, so familiar yet not, because I hadn’t seen it for years. The narrow features. The sharp teeth and big eyes. The golden skin and long, dark green hair.

He was wearing a brown shirt, but one sleeve had been rolled up, and a thick bandage was wrapped around his left arm—what remained of it. It ended just above his elbow, and gold-green blood was seeping through the fabric.

I sucked in a breath as memories flooded back. My desperate run across unseelie land. Guards chasing me, Ankou and his death hound watching me. Balor bursting out of my cottage, his blue eyes flashing, the sword gleaming silver in his hand before it cut off my arm and blood spurted over the icy grass.

I jerked my arms up and stared at them. Both of them. Both whole. Both hands there.

“What?” I said numbly.

Nua exhaled, but his face twisted into a pained grimace as he gripped his left bicep.

“I took it for you,” he said. “It was the least I could do.”

“What?” I repeated, lifting my gaze from my weirdly golden arms to his face. My eyes darted immediately to the stump. “Took it for me?”

His lips pursed. “I can… absorb things from others. I didn’t want you to bear this, so I—”

“No.”

Anger flared, making my hands clench into fists. Both hands, because the left one was suddenly back, even though I remembered tripping over my own severed arm before I made it into the forest.

Nua stared at me. “No?”

“Give it back.”

His green eyes blinked sideways. “What?”

“Give it back.” I gritted my teeth, staring at him.

I didn’t trust him. I didn’t trust anyone. I hadn’t in so long. Just because he’d been leaving me notes, just because he’d been screaming at me to run, didn’t mean he was on my side.

No one had been on my side for months.

“Give it back,” I repeated in a hard voice. I didn’t want to owe him anything.

“Ash, I—”

“If he wants it back, you should give it back, my love.”

The new voice made me jump, and I quickly turned until my back was against the wall, still sitting on the pallet of soft furs that I’d woken up on. I didn’t want anyone behind me, creeping up on me.

I let out a hard breath when I realised that I recognised the man who had walked into the room through a low doorway. The dark hair. The silver eyes. I remembered those eyes creasing with mirth as he showed me different mushrooms when I was a child, telling me what he could do with them.

When he grinned at me, showing off sharp teeth, I tensed.

“You remember me then, lad.” He chuckled, coming to a stop beside the kneeling Nua and placing a hand on his head, sifting long fingers through his green hair in an absentminded, intimate touch. “You’re looking a touch different than the last time I saw you. Just a wee lad then.”

I didn’t answer. He looked down at Nua and caressed the tip of his pointed ear. “If he wants you to give it back, that’s his choice.”

“Give what back?” Nua sounded furious, his green eyes flashing in the firelight. “There’s nothing to give back! I’d be taking his arm.”

“If that’s what he wants, you need to respect it,” the man said calmly.

Nua let out a trembling breath and looked at me with pleading eyes. “Please, Ash, let me do this for you. I failed you in so many ways—”

“Give it back,” I repeated through clenched teeth.

My gaze darted around the low, warm room for anything I could use as a weapon. I paled at the thought of passing out in the forest with the guards still chasing me, Balor lurking with his sword to cut off more of my limbs. Golden-skinned Nua looming over me in that log.

Where had he brought me? Who was the other man?

Could I escape?

Nua pursed his lips. “It will hurt.”

“I’m aware,” I said coldly.

Nua glanced up at the silver-eyed fae, uncertain, before letting out another hard breath and nodding once. He carefully unwrapped the bandages on his stump, and I swallowed at the sight of the cleanly cut line of flesh and muscle. The cross-section of bone.

In the next instant, a searing pulse of agony made me gasp, my hand shooting up to clutch my left bicep. I panted wildly, staring down at my arm, which once again ended just above where my elbow had been. Just like that.

I instantly regretted my decision as throbbing pain made me break out into a cold sweat, and I leaned back heavily against the wall, gritting my teeth to force back any whimpers of pain. I didn’t want to show them any weakness, even though I was now realising that I had just made myself weak in front of these Folk. The pain was distracting me enough that they could do anything they wanted to me.

“Right, best sort that out.” The silver-eyed man bustled around, disappearing back through the doorway.

The ensuing silence was broken only by the faint crackle of the fire and my shallow, panting breaths. Blood dripped from my stump, not as heavily as it had when I’d first sustained the injury, but enough to pool on the fur next to me. I could feel Nua’s eyes on me, could see both long arms with black-nailed fingers in my periphery. I didn’t look at him, keeping my gaze lowered.

“I’m sorry, Ash.” He sounded agonised. “I just wanted to—”

“Who are you?” I burst out, glaring up at him. “Why did you visit me when I was a kid? You brought all the others. What do you want with me? Why were you leaving me notes?”

He swallowed. “I—I’m your brother.”

I stared at him. More fear-soaked memories emerged. He’d called me that after hiding me in the log, just before I’d passed out from the pain. He’d called me his brother.

“I don’t ha—” The words got stuck in my throat, but Nua nodded anyway.

“Yes. You do. Me.”

He can’t lie. He was Folk, like all the others.

Abruptly, my chest got tight with an overwhelming urge to believe him. To trust him. To have someone I could trust. Someone who wouldn’t try and trick me or play games with me or try to fucking kill me.

But that was just childish wishful thinking, and I couldn’t let myself fall into that trap. I’d made it this far not trusting anyone. I’d be a fool to put my blind faith in this fae, when I didn’t know him any better than anyone else.

“That doesn’t mean anything,” I said eventually, my voice rough. “That doesn’t mean you’re trustworthy or on my side.”

“You’re right,” he agreed hoarsely. “Blood bonds can be a terrible burden. I’m all too aware of that. And I know you won’t trust me automatically, Ash. I know that. But I hope that I can prove to you that I am on your side. We both are,” he added as the silver-eyed man came back into the room with his arms full. “We always have been.”

I eyed the man warily as he knelt by the fire, pushing the end of a long metal pole into the flames and leaving it there. He stood back up and brought over an armful of bandages, a bottle and a wooden bowl.

“What would you like to numb the pain, lad?” He knelt beside me, making me stiffen up even as I trembled with pain and fear. “Psilocybin or whisky?”

I stared at him, breaths shuddering out of me. “Psilocybin? Magic mushrooms?”

He chuckled. “I do love that name the mortals have given them.”

Saliva filled my mouth as the pain in my arm sharpened, and I swallowed it down as I shook my head. “I don’t—I don’t want anything.”

He snorted. “Trust me, you do.”

I clenched my teeth, my face already clammy with sweat. “No I don’t.”

I wasn’t going to make myself any more vulnerable around these Folk. I was already weak with pain and blood loss. With what had happened to me in the Carlin’s palace.

The silver-eyed fae looked at me with a quirk of his brow. “Look, lad, either you have a little something to take the edge off, or you pass out the moment I cauterise that wound.”

The blood drained from my face as my eyes darted over to the metal pole sticking out of the warm yellow fire. I could see the glow of something red in the flames, nestled in the white core of the fire.

“Either way, you’re going to be a little out of it for a while,” he continued, as if he knew what I was thinking. He gave me a small smile. “You’re safe here, Ash. We’re not unseelie. We don’t work for the Carlin or follow her in any way. We just want to help you.”

I panted weakly, desperately wanting to believe him. He couldn’t lie, but I felt too foggy to work out if there was any way he could be twisting his words—making me think what he wanted. The Folk all did it. They could all make something sound truthful when really, they were lying through their teeth.

“Just because you’re full fae now doesn’t mean wounds won’t get infected,” Nua said, his raspy voice gentle. “Gillie needs to treat it, Ash.”

The man—Gillie—gave me another little smile. His silver eyes looked kind. Calm. They didn’t gleam with malice like the Carlin’s or Balor’s. His teeth were sharp, but they weren’t bronze and in a mouth that stretched too wide in a rabid, vicious grin.

I looked between him and Nua, feeling like a rabbit cornered by two wolves. I hated how helpless I felt. How helpless I had felt for months. Ever since the Carlin sent her Folk to kidnap me and keep me all alone in that cottage on the edge of her land.

I didn’t want to be alone anymore. The ache in my chest was so sharp. Heavy. More than just the pain from my missing arm. It felt like there should be someone beside me, like I was missing something vital but I didn’t know what.

I stared at Gillie and Nua again, my breaths escaping me in weak, panicked spurts. Something was urging me to trust them, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t trust anyone.

But they were right. I couldn’t just let this gaping wound stay open. It would get infected so easily. I was sitting in a house made of dirt, for fuck’s sake. The air was warm and slightly damp, the heat from the fire strengthening the cloying scent of earth.

I licked my dry lips, shaking as I clutched above the stump of my arm. “Th-the whisky.”

Gillie smiled, setting down the bowl and pulling the cork out of the amber bottle. “Good choice, lad.”

He passed me the bottle, and I let go of my arm to take it with trembling fingers. It smelled like normal whisky, and I forced myself to tip the bottle to my lips. It burned my throat, making me cough, but I had another sip. Then another.

Gillie handed the bandages to Nua, who started unwinding the spool while the silver-eyed fae stood to retrieve the metal pole from the fire, wrapping a piece of cloth around his hand.

“The sooner we do it, the sooner you can recover,” he said cheerfully as I eyed the glowing red sheet of metal with terror.

“It’ll hurt, lad,” Gillie said in a low voice as he crouched. “Take another sip.”

The whisky was already loosening my limbs, making me blink slower as I raised the bottle to my mouth. How long had it been since I’d eaten? I had no idea how long I’d been kept chained up in the Carlin’s throne room. How long I’d been hanging there before I’d even regained consciousness and found out her plan.

Before I’d found out that one of her sons had murdered my parents. My body tensed and flooded with grief-stricken fury, but then searing heat made me spasm. I cried out in agony as Gillie pressed the metal to my stump, cauterising the wound. When I heard my flesh sizzling, my eyes rolled back into my head.

“Stay awake, Ash.” Nua patted my cheek and urged the bottle to my mouth, his green eyes tight with worry. “It’ll be over in a second.”

I was shaking too hard to bring the bottle to my lips, my entire body breaking out in a freezing cold sweat despite the searing heat burning through my arm and up into my chest. I couldn’t stand it—it was too much—

“There.” The relief was almost instant as Gillie pulled away. “I’ll make a salve to keep it cool and ward off infection. Well done, lad.”

In the momentary lull of numb relief, I brought the bottle to my lips with a trembling hand and gulped until Gillie pulled it away with a chuckle.

“Not too much.”

Then the throbbing started. It felt like I was holding my stump directly over flames, and I gritted my teeth hard as a pained whimper escaped.

“Are you sure you don’t want the mushrooms?” Gillie asked, causing Nua to hiss and smack his arm.

“He’s just had half a bottle of whisky. Just because you can take anything and everything and come out the other side doesn’t mean Ash can.”

Gillie chuckled and pressed a kiss to Nua’s temple before standing up with the bottle and the bowl filled with wrinkled brown mushrooms. “I’ll bring you some water and make that salve.”

“Thank you, love,” Nua said absently, fiddling with the bandages as he watched me.

His words made me lift my weak head to look at him, distracting me from the pain. He’d thanked him. I knew how much trust that required from the Folk. They never thanked anyone.

A pang of overwhelming sadness overrode the pain momentarily, but I had no idea why. Maybe because I had no one I could trust at all.

“Who is he?” I asked, my mouth dry and my breaths still coming too fast.

Nua smiled, but it was soft even though his sharp teeth gleamed. “One of the solitary Folk. Always has been. We’ve been together a long time.”

“And you… live here?” I asked, bleary eyes looking round at the dirt room. The whisky was kicking in, relaxing my tense muscles just a little.

Nua nodded. “Yes. But I haven’t always.” He paused, watching me closer. “Did you figure anything out while you were there? Did the book help?”

I suddenly remembered the Spellsmiths book, but it was the notes that had been tucked inside that crowded the front of my brain. Those ominous, disjointed messages about death and black things watching me and the Carlin’s frost.

“Wh-what were those notes?” I asked. “In the book. The weird messages.”

His lips thinned into a grim line. “I wasn’t sure whether we should give you those, but Gillie said it might have helped.” He gestured towards the doorway that Gillie had disappeared through. “He takes his mushrooms and has visions. He had several about you. But they were never all that clear. We wrote down what we could. I wrote what he mumbled while in a trance, but sometimes he did it himself.”

Some of those messages had been in Nua’s handwriting. And now it made sense why the others had been looping and shaky. Gillie had been off his head while he’d written them.

“Really?” I managed to give him a flat look, even though my face was tight with pain. “You got your boyfriend to take magic mushrooms and transcribed his hallucinations thinking that would help?”

Nua’s cheeks stained a deeper gold. “They don’t affect us quite the same as mortals, Ash. And Gillie is special. He has a special… affinity with fungi.”

I quirked a brow at that, my body loose. The pain in my arm was still there, but I cared less about it now as the alcohol sent a different kind of lazy heat through my remaining limbs. My eyelids drooped.

Nua sighed. “I’m guessing they didn’t help, then.”

“No,” I slurred. “They didn’t. And the book didn’t either. I don’t understand how reading about old spellsmiths was supposed to help me. Why didn’t you just tell me what I needed to do to become full fae?”

Nua’s face flushed a deeper colour, and his big eyes lowered as he fiddled with the edge of the furs. “Well, we… didn’t really know.”

I stared at him. “What?”

“We didn’t know what you needed to do. No one does. It’s never… I doubt the Carlin knew either, which was why she left you on her land and waited to see if it would happen.”

Anger exploded, as hot as the agonising pain in my arm. “Are you saying you’ve all been telling me, for months, to do something that none of you even knew how to do?”

“We didn’t want you to do it for the same reasons as her,” he said quickly as I sagged back, the burst of anger exhausting me. “We wanted you to do it so you could escape. We knew it would be the only way you could.”

I didn’t have the energy to even answer, resentment turning into a low throb in the pit of my stomach. Fucking Folk.

Nua was watching me carefully. “In… In the book, did you read the passage about the Brid?”

The word pinged in my sluggish consciousness, but not from the book. I could hear the Carlin hissing it in her deep, raspy voice. Talking about the Brid’s sons—as if I was one of them.

She’d said I was Seelie High Fae. She’d said the Seelie Queen’s blood ran through my veins.

My breathing sped back up as I looked at Nua. “Is… Is she my mother? My fae mother?”

His face was grim. “Yes. Our mother.”

Right. Because he was my brother. That hadn’t really sunk in yet.

I blinked fast, trying to understand. To sort through everything I’d found out, teeming in my brain like a swarm of flies.

The Carlin had taken me so I would shed my mortal skin and become full seelie. So she could chain me up in her court and eat me bit by bit to steal my power, just so she wouldn’t have to cede control to the Seelie Queen when the Mild Months came.

She’d killed my parents. Her and her sons.

“They killed my dad and Mags,” I said hoarsely, vaguely aware that I wasn’t following the conversation well. “One of her sons.”

It shamed me that I couldn’t remember which—I should have remembered that. But then, it didn’t matter, because I was going to kill all of them. The murderous rage was still there, quietly simmering beneath the confusion and the whisky and the throbbing pain of my arm.

Nua’s brows pinched. “I’m sorry, Ash. I suspected. It would have been Lonan. Her youngest son. Her blade.”

I blinked in confusion, a frown tugging at my brows. “I thought her youngest son was Cethlen. The blind one.”

He stared at me.

“No,” he said slowly. “It’s Lonan. The one who watched you. The one who visited your cottage. Often,” he added in a grim voice.

I shook my head, leaning it back against the dirt wall. I was so tired.

“None of them—” My throat closed up, panicking me for a moment. Then I realised—I was fae now. I couldn’t lie. But I couldn’t remember any of the sons visiting me often at the cottage. I racked my brain, trying to think.

“Balor visited me once,” I said, relieved when the words came out easily. “I can’t remember why, though.”

“No, Ash, I’m talking about Lonan.” Nua’s voice was tense, his eyes tight. “Lonan. The black-eyed son. He visited you all the time.”

I shook my head again.

“I don’t kn—” My throat closed up again, making my eyes dart with panic. What was happening? I didn’t know anyone called Lonan. I’d never met anyone with that name. And none of the Carlin’s sons had visited me all the time at the cottage. The thought sent revulsion shuddering through me.

So why was my new fae body reacting like I was telling a lie?

“I… I don’t remember,” I said cautiously, swallowing once the words escaped.

Had I forgotten things?

It didn’t feel like I had. There were no obvious black holes in my memory. I remembered sitting in the garden back home, getting up to go inside and being yanked off my feet by cold fingers.

I remembered waking up in the cart. Caom and Idony. Odran the kelpie. Belial the apothecary, who had poisoned me. I remembered meeting the Carlin and seeing her three terrifying sons sitting behind her in their thrones. Being taken to the cottage by Belial and Caom. Sitting in there alone, day after day. Occasionally being forced to go to parties and celebrations. Occasionally going into the village to buy things or go for a drink with Caom.

I remembered making the potion that could have finally unlocked my fae side, but being knocked out and taken to the Carlin’s court before I could try.

Nua was still staring at me. He leaned forward and rested his palm against my forehead, keeping it there even when I tried to flinch back from his touch. It felt cool.

“You don’t have a fever, but…” He sat back, still staring at me. “Ash, you… Prince Lonan visited you all the time. Was there… Were you involved with him?”

Before I could insist that I didn’t know anyone by that name, Gillie strode back into the room carrying a cup made of horn and a deep wooden bowl.

“How are you feeling, lad?” He knelt beside me again and passed me the cup. “Drink this. Are you hungry?”

I shook my head, slowly sipping the water but still managing to dribble some down my chin. My hand felt uncoordinated and disconnected from the rest of me. Hand. Just the one now. My head swimming, I let out a weak snort even though it absolutely wasn’t funny.

Gillie was eyeing me with mild concern. “Right, well, let’s get this salve on and your arm bandaged up. Then some sleep, eh? You’ll feel better in the morning.”

I doubted that very much. I’d just be hungover and still missing an arm.


Chapter Two

Lonan

I couldn’t breathe.

I couldn’t breathe I couldn’t breathe.

I huddled against the wall of Ash’s cottage, between wild clumps of his plants in the herb garden he had lovingly tended. My left leg was stretched out, hands clamped around my thigh as if that would stem some of the blood pumping from the long gash left by one of my mother’s guards.

The other on my back was from Bres. The one on my chest was from Balor.

At least they had left, slinking back to the palace after ordering the guards into the forest to track down Ash. The Carlin’s shriek had filled the air, freezing them all in place for agonisingly long seconds, but Ash had already vanished into the forest by then. Away from her grasp.

I’d still been the wolf when her shriek had flooded every corner of her lands, freezing Folk feet to the ground, which meant it hadn’t affected me. I’d limped off, favouring my right leg. Balor’s cold eyes had tracked me until I’d vanished into the gloom of the forest.

But they could come back. Looking for me. Looking for Ash. So I hid between the plants, trembling wildly and too weak to even crawl inside, into the warmth of Ash’s cottage, the one place in the world where I had ever felt at home.

But that had only been because of him, and he was gone now. My eyes burned, and I tipped my head back against the cottage wall to stare up at the muslin cloth above my head—the one Ash had used to protect his plants from the frost.

He was gone. The utter despair mingled in a confusing swirl with the intense relief that he had escaped my mother—some semblance of what I had felt for months. Part of me had been terrified that he would shed his mortal skin and leave me, be gone forever, even though I knew it was what had to happen to keep him safe.

And now he had. My Ash was full fae. But then, he wasn’t my Ash anymore.

I wanted to die.

His voice had been so cold, even as it shook as he had wept. I couldn’t bear the still-fresh memory of it. I had made him cry. I had caused his suffering.

I’d been a fool, thinking I could fix any of this before it was too late. Before he found out the true extent of it all. And now I’d paid the price. No matter how fervently I had told him it had been true, he thought that everything we had was a lie. A game.

And now there was nothing I could do to right it. I’d felt the power in his words—in the vow he’d made to forget me until the day he died. He’d said I was nothing to him anymore.

I felt like nothing. I felt like I would shrivel up into nothing where I sat, panting and bleeding alone in the dark.

Part of me wanted to crawl into his cottage and lie there, waiting for the wounds to fester and take me. At least I’d be near him then, in the only way I could. Maybe the scent of his skin would still linger, even though I’d seen Balor in there tearing through his things, infecting the space that had been mine and Ash’s. Ours.

I wanted to go after him, to make sure the guards didn’t find him, but my wounds were too deep. I couldn’t shift into anything right now, and I could barely walk.

And I didn’t want to leave the cottage. This was all I had left of him.

But I had to. I owed it to him to heal so I could keep him safe, wherever he was in the forest. He didn’t remember me anymore, but I could watch over him. I could protect him in that way.

I’d failed in all others already.

I dragged myself out of the garden from under the muslin cloth. My vision whited out as I dug my fingers into the rough cottage wall to heave myself up, my left leg buckling until I almost fell flat on my face. My shirt was soaked, the clean edges sliced into the fabric by blades sticking to my skin. I left a trail of blood on the snowy grass as I limped my way closer to the forest.

Where was Ash’s arm? Horror gripped me as I looked around wildly for it. Had some animal darted out of the forest to take it? Or had Balor taken it back to the palace? What was my mother going to do with it?

I hoped more snow would come to cover the trail of blood I left as I slowly limped away from the cottage, in the direction of the village. At least Belial lived on the very outskirts, so I could stay hidden from the rest of the Folk. They must have been wondering what had happened. I wondered if any had seen Ash’s frantic sprint for his life across unseelie land. If they had, the Carlin’s furious shriek that had frozen all nearby fae feet to the ground for long seconds would have made more sense.

It had succeeded in emptying the village at least, I realised as I got closer. Everyone feared her—and me. No one wanted to be outside if she, in a fit of furious cold rage, sent me to slaughter Folk.

There was still weak light glowing in the lower windows of Belial’s tall, narrow house when I approached. After reaching the door, I let out a slow, trembling breath before straightening to my full height, clenching my teeth together to stop the pained moan from escaping. I made sure my blank, cold mask was in place before I knocked on the door.

Belial was barefoot and wearing a collarless black shirt and loose black trousers when he opened the door, clearly preparing to sleep. Aside from a brief flare of surprise in his electric blue eyes, his face remained calm.

“Prince Lonan.”

I was sweating, but hoped I managed to remain blank-faced. “I require aid.”

I trusted no one—no one except Ash—but I preferred seeing Belial for this over the Carlin’s healer, who would immediately run to her queen’s room to whisper everything. Even though Belial’s speciality was poison, which meant any healing normally involved unimaginable pain. I was already familiar with it.

He nodded once, stepping back to let me in. I didn’t move for a moment, certain that I would collapse if I took even a single step. Eventually I managed one, then another, my scalp prickling with sweat and my left thigh on fire. My shirt was soaked and sticking wetly to my back and chest, and I was fairly sure that I left a trail of blood drops on Belial’s floor.

He didn’t comment, but his piercing eyes assessed me as I limped unsteadily to the room where he carried out his work. It was dark, and I stood stock still in the middle of the room, trying not to tremble as Belial quickly lit the candles and a lantern on the sideboard cluttered with bottles.

“Take a seat,” he said steadily, his back to me as he pulled down several bottles from the shelves.

I allowed myself a few precious seconds to limp while his back was turned, trying to keep the weight off my left leg. I sat heavily in the chair, gritting my teeth to hold back the pained groan.

“Is it just the three wounds I can see, or more?”

“The three,” I got out tightly.

“We’ll start with the one on your thigh. It’s the deepest.”

It was. It was still bleeding heavily, the sticky wetness running down the inside of my trouser leg and pooling in my boot. I blinked, spots dancing in front of my eyes, and tried not to sway as I gingerly stretched my leg out so he could work on it.

Belial padded over with a thick, dark green bottle. As he pulled out the stopper, the acrid stench singed my nostrils, making my gut tighten with apprehension.

He knelt in front of me and shot me a quick glance. “This will hurt.”

“I’m aware,” I gritted out, resisting the urge to clamp my hands around the top of my thigh, as if that would help.

He carefully pulled the leather away from the deep gash, which made my breath catch before I could stop it. Tipping the bottle, he poured a thin stream of dark green liquid down the length of the wound. It instantly started foaming, and the searing agony made my entire body spasm. It felt like I was going to piss myself from the pain, my breaths snarling out of me as I struggled to suck in enough air.

It was like my blood had turned to acid in an instant. Like it was eating through my veins and seeping into my organs, disintegrating my insides. The stench of the poison made me lightheaded, sweat pouring from me.

I only faintly heard Belial say, “I’m afraid you will need several doses of this,” his voice grim, as I struggled not to pass out.

Somehow, this was worse than the pain I’d gone through when he’d reattached my arm. That had been a deep, throbbing ache for days, interspersed with needle-sharp tingles down my fingers. This felt like the pain might kill me.

I finally gave in to the urge and wrapped my trembling fingers around the top of my thigh, digging in tight as I hunched over, panting. Belial straightened, and I felt long fingers carefully pulling the fabric of my shirt away from my skin and the wound on my back.

I spasmed again when he treated the wound there, biting down on my lower lip until it bled to hold back any whimpers. I trusted him just enough to let him do this, but I refused to show any additional weakness in front of him. He was still unseelie, which meant he was a follower of my mother. He’d still played a role in Ash’s capture.

Not that I had any right to judge him for that.

“Just the one on your chest now,” he said calmly, waiting patiently as it took me long, agonising moments to straighten up and lean back in the chair enough for him to treat it.

I stared up at the ceiling, flinching hard when he poured the liquid into the wound. The sound of it fizzing and foaming under my skin made my gorge rise, causing my throat to bob repeatedly as I tried to hold the vomit back. If he noticed, he didn’t comment.

“Do you want something for the pain?” he asked as he recorked the bottle and carried it over to his sideboard.

“No,” I got out weakly. I didn’t deserve to numb it, and I didn’t want to be any less clearheaded than I already was when I went back to the palace to sleep. I couldn’t shift while this injured, which meant I’d have to walk through it to get to my room instead of flying through my window as a bird.

If Balor was waiting for me, I didn’t know if I’d be able to defend myself.

“Do you want some clothes? To cover the bandages?” Belial asked in the same calm voice. He knew I wouldn’t want anyone to see that I was injured, but I refused to take any more from him.

“No.”

“Do you need help getting to the palace?” he asked.

“No,” I repeated, even though I was already dizzy from the pain and blood loss.

I shifted my eyes over to him, watching blearily as he pulled open a drawer and took out a thick roll of bandages. My fast, shallow breaths filled the silence of the room.

“The Carlin’s shriek pinned my feet to the kitchen floor while I was making tea,” he commented drily as he walked back over, unrolling the length of cloth.

He didn’t ask why. He didn’t ask what had happened. I didn’t know how much he had worked out the last time I visited him. I didn’t know how informed my mother kept him—what she had told him when she tasked him with going to capture Ash and dose him to get him onto unseelie land.

It was partly why I felt safe enough to come to him when I was so vulnerable. As far as I was aware, Belial had very little interest in court politics. He had no stakes. He just enjoyed his work.

“Ash—The mortal escaped,” I said quietly, because everyone would surely find out in the morning anyway. Besides, I didn’t care. I couldn’t have given a shit if my mother was humiliated by Ash escaping her grasp.

Belial paused, but didn’t look up as he knelt by my leg. “He shed his skin?”

“Yes.”

He gave a slight nod. “Good for him.”

I watched him warily. “You didn’t agree with her plan for him?”

“I don’t know what her plan for him was. None of us do except you and your brothers. But I suspected it would be unpleasant for him.”

I couldn’t tell him what my mother had planned. I couldn’t breathe a word of it to anyone, otherwise I would have told Ash everything the moment he arrived. She had ensured that he would remain in the dark so that he wouldn’t try to figure out a way to escape.

Belial cleared his throat. “You’ll have to remove your trousers, Prince Lonan. Or I can rip the leg off.”

The thought of moving even an inch made my throat tighten.

“Take them off,” I said wearily, my hands shaking as I lowered them to undo the lacing.

Lifting my hips to let him ease them down made my vision go grey for a moment. When the leather brushed against my wound, despite how careful he was being, a choked sound left me before I could stop it.

He left them bunched around my boots at my ankles and swiftly wrapped the bandage around my thigh, long, cold fingers cupping behind my knee to gently lift it. I was already shaking from the pain and blood loss, but a chill was setting in, making me tremble more as cold sweat continued to pour from me.

My trouser leg was hot from my blood as he pulled them back up and laced them briskly.

“Now the shirt,” he said, standing up.

As I fumbled to unbutton it with shaking fingers, he walked over to the water pump and filled a bucket to clean the blood from his hands. By the time he returned, my shirt was a sodden, blood-soaked heap on the floor beside me, and my skin broke out in goosebumps as the chill set in deeper.

He wrapped the bandage around my chest and under and over my arm several times, covering both wounds.

“They will continue to bleed,” he said as he stepped back. “Come back tomorrow night for a second dose. And the night after that.”

I nodded, blinking the sweat from my eyes as I gripped the chair’s armrests, preparing to stand up.

“One moment.” Belial left the room, his bare feet almost silent on the wooden floors.

I took the opportunity to stay where I was, panting weakly as the agony in my wounds worsened. It felt like hot needles stabbing into raw flesh over and over before swimming through my veins to tear my insides to shreds.

Belial reappeared carrying a neat stack of clothing, and I automatically shook my head.

“You can’t put that shirt back on. I’ll throw it in the fire.”

“It’s fine,” I got out, my voice rough.

“It’s no favour, Prince Lonan. I don’t need it. Take the shirt.”

The thought of struggling to pull the sodden fabric of my blood-soaked shirt over my cold skin was almost unbearable. Allowing myself one moment of weakness, I nodded and reached out to take it.

“I’ll return it,” I muttered as I gingerly stood on legs that threatened to buckle immediately.

“No need.” He watched as I pulled it on and fumbled with the buttons. “Try and rest as much as possible. The pain won’t fade for a while, but the poison should at least allow you to sleep through it. Drink plenty of water. Avoid wine.”

That would be no hardship. I never drank, too mistrustful of what my brothers would do if they found me even slightly inebriated. The only time I’d ever gotten drunk was that night with Ash, when we’d had our little Yule celebration. Unimaginable pain filled me at the memory, worse than the searing sting of Belial’s poison in my wounds.

“I shall see you tomorrow, Prince Lonan,” Belial said as he slowly followed me when I limped my way to his front door.

I cleared my throat and muttered, “I apologise for the blood,” seeing the trail of it I had left on his floors.

“No matter.” His lips quirked when I glanced at him. “I’ve scrubbed your blood out of my floorboards once already.”

The freezing air stole my breath when he opened the door and I limped outside. After he closed the door without another word, I stood there shivering violently for a few seconds before forcing myself to start limping towards the palace. The village was still quiet and deserted, but I stuck to the shadows to avoid any eyes peering out of windows.

Every step up the palace stairs was agony, pulling at my thigh and taking twice as long as normal. When I reached the top, I forced myself to stride briskly towards the doors, ignoring the guards who hurried to open them for me. I pretended that my vision wasn’t winking in and out from the pain. That I wasn’t caked in sweat, my skin grey and clammy. That my leather trousers weren’t coated in blood, the stained bandage peeking out from the long slit in the thigh.

I didn’t let myself slow as I made my way through the palace and up yet more stairs. At least it was quiet. No sign of my brothers or mother, but I drew my blade anyway and gripped it in a trembling hand.

My room was dark and cold when I made it inside, closing the door and leaning heavily against it, dropping my blade to grip my wounded thigh. My breaths shuddered out of me, and as Belial’s poison worked its way through my system, my skin grew agonisingly sensitive. Even the soft shift of the borrowed shirt over my arms was like salt rubbing into raw wounds.

I needed to light the fire to try and get warm. But before anything else, I limped to my bedside and picked up the acorn necklace with trembling fingers, fumbling to do up the clasp once it was round my throat. I exhaled in relief as its warmth seeped into my chest, but my eyes grew hot just as fast.

Ash was gone. He was gone. He remembered nothing of me, and if he had, he would have hated me anyway. I had lost him entirely.

My vision was blurry as I knelt at the fire with a pained groan and built it quickly. My mother and brothers had servants who did this for them, but I allowed no one in my room. I had multiple charms on my door so that no one but me could set foot in here.

Once the fire was lit, I couldn’t get up. I could hardly move, panting weakly on my hands and knees as the flames dried the sweat dripping from my face and hair. I crawled to the bed and heaved myself up onto the mattress, collapsing on my back, my breath catching from the pain. The sheets were smeared with blood within seconds.

My chest on fire, I reached up and enclosed the warm acorn in my fist. My head turned to stare at the jar on my bedside, its orange glow so warm. I could feel myself fading quickly, the poison coursing through my system.

But before I fell unconscious, I wept. For everything I had done to Ash. All the pain I had caused him, even as I’d tried to stop it. For everything I had lost—the only thing that had ever truly mattered to me.

Part of me hoped that I wouldn’t wake up.


Chapter Three

Ash

I was already shivering before I fully regained consciousness, expecting to feel needles of ice stabbing my throat and bare torso. Expecting to feel the weight of freezing manacles sticking to my skin, tearing at it.

I was warm, though. Covered in thick fur. My arm throbbed, phantom pain tingling in fingers that were no longer there. The scent of heated earth was in my nose, and when I opened my eyes, they fixed on an old wooden bookcase crammed with books and bowls and bottles on the opposite side of the dirt-walled room.

I wasn’t in the Carlin’s court. I was in some underground dirt house with Nua and Gillie. The knowledge didn’t make me feel any more relaxed. I’d passed out after Gillie had applied cold salve to my stump and Nua had bandaged it, the whisky making my head swim until I was seeing double and couldn’t open my eyes.

Anger at myself made me grit my teeth, which sent stabbing pain through my skull. I couldn’t believe I’d let myself get drunk when I still wasn’t safe. I’d passed out on this little pallet of furs, where they could have done anything to me.

Ignoring the pain throbbing in my temples and my arm, I looked around quickly without moving to try and spot anything I could use as a weapon.

“Gillie, wait, Ash is—”

Nua’s hiss made my head jerk up, which in turn made my stomach roil, threatening to expel its meagre contents. I stared as Gillie, with his pale, faintly grey skin, sauntered into the room through a curtained off doorway. Completely naked.

He froze. “Shit, forgot you were here.”

Then he was gone again. I sat up quickly and nearly dropped right back down as my head swam. Was I still drunk? I was shaky from a lack of food. It felt like I hadn’t eaten for days. I went to hoist myself up and fell flat on my face, realising too late that I didn’t have a left arm or hand anymore.

“Sorry about that, lad.” Gillie reappeared with a chuckle, wearing deep grey leather trousers. He was still buttoning up a loose, off-white shirt. “How are you feeling? Bet you need some food in you now, eh?”

Nua appeared behind him, dressed in a brown shirt and loose linen trousers, green eyes already worried before they fixed on me.

“Are you well, Ash?” He winced. “As much as you can be. How does your arm feel?”

I stared down absently at the stump where my left arm used to be. I swore I could still feel my fingers. In my mind’s eye, I curled them up into a fist, and a flash of intense pain made my breath catch.

“I’ll get you some water,” Nua said hurriedly, pushing past Gillie who’d been walking into that open doorway. I assumed it led to a kitchen of some kind.

“What are you fancying for breakfast, Ash?” Gillie asked, scratching his stomach, as if this was a normal morning. “Mushrooms on toast?”

I balked at the thought of ingesting anything, but especially that.

“So you can try to drug me?” My voice was hoarse and rough, tone petulantly accusing. I felt a flash of guilt but tamped it down.

Just because they’d helped me, that meant nothing. The Carlin and all the unseelie had claimed they were trying to help me too. And look what had happened.

Gillie just chuckled. “Not mushrooms of the magic variety. But if you’re worried, how about some plain toast then? You need something to settle your stomach and get your strength up.”

He vanished before I could tell him no. Nua appeared a few moments later carrying a horn cup and a metal pitcher. He knelt beside me, lips pursing when I flinched back and nearly fell flat on my face again.

“Here.” He held the cup out to me, and I leaned back slowly against the wall before carefully lifting my one remaining hand to take it.

I sniffed cautiously. It smelled cool and clean, like normal water. And my head was pounding, making me squint even though the light in here was dim—it only came from a skylight I could see above the fire, to let the smoke out.

My stomach squeezed when I sipped the water. My mouth tasted hideous, so I swilled it around my teeth with a grimace.

Nua was watching me with sympathetic eyes. “How does your arm feel?”

I swallowed the water, exhaling shakily as I stared into the cup. “Gone.”

He was silent for a moment. “I don’t mind taking the injury for you, Ash. I—”

“No,” I barked, which made me cringe in pain. “No,” I repeated. “I don’t want any favours from you.”

When I glanced at Nua, his narrow face was creased with hurt. But he nodded once. “I understand.”

“Here we go.” Gillie sauntered back into the room with a wooden plate loaded with buttered toast. “Get that down you, and when you’re feeling better we can have a chat.”

He sat cross-legged on the floor beside Nua, setting the plate down in the middle of us.

“There’s a lot to say, isn’t there, my love?” he said to Nua, leaning over to kiss his cheek.

Nua nodded absently, worrying his fingers in the hem of his shirt. I blinked at the action. I did that a lot too.

When no one moved for a few seconds, Gillie huffed and snatched up a piece of toast.

“Eat up, lad,” he said with a nod at the plate. “You’ll get ill otherwise.”

I let out a shaky breath and slowly leaned forward to take a slice. It was charred in places, still warm, and thickly coated in butter when I sank my teeth into it. But it tasted like normal toast. Normal bread.

Nua took a slice too, and we sat in silence for long minutes, the crunch of us eating filling the warm, earth-muffled space. When I realised I’d been gradually relaxing, my limbs unclenching, I stiffened right back up. It sent a fresh wave of agony pulsing down my missing arm, making my slowly filling stomach churn.

“If you need to throw up, go right ahead.” Gillie nodded at a wooden bucket placed beside my fur pallet. “I put that there last night for you, but you were out cold before we’d even finished bandaging your arm.”

That just made me even more tense. I said nothing, trying to ignore the shaky feeling in my gut as I finished my slice of toast.

I forced myself to pick up a second slice, a tendril of hunger curling in my aching stomach, telling me that it had been a long time since I’d eaten anything. Gillie ate twice as much as Nua and I did, and soon the plate was empty.

“Well.” Gillie looked at me, silver eyes uncharacteristically serious. “Why don’t you tell us everything that happened? What you know?”

“No,” I rasped immediately, looking between them both. “You tell me what you want with me. Why you were leaving me notes.”

“We don’t want anything from you, Ash,” Nua said, gazing at me solemnly. “Just to help you. That’s all we were trying to do.”

But I’d heard words like that before, and I didn’t trust them in the slightest.

“If you were trying to help, why didn’t you just tell me what the Carlin’s plan was? Why didn’t you just tell me why she wanted me?”

“Because we didn’t really know.” Nua shrugged helplessly. “We knew it would have something to do with the fact that you’re seelie, and the Brid’s son. We knew it would be bad.”

“Why couldn’t you have at least told me that?” I tried to ignore the pang of betrayal tightening my chest, because it was ridiculous. “Why didn’t you tell me I wasn’t unseelie, or that I was the fucking Seelie Queen’s son? That would have helped.”

“We had to be careful. Her guards roam the forest just outside of unseelie land. There was a risk one of them would get to the note before you. And we didn’t know what she’d do if she thought you were figuring things out.”

I snorted at that. “More like you were just protecting your own skin.”

He flushed, and a tiny part of me felt bad—like I was being a bastard. I forced it back.

“There was an element of that, yes. But if she sent her son or guards to track us down, then we would have been no help at all.”

I said nothing to that, because really, I knew logically that I couldn’t have expected these two Folk to put themselves at risk for me. I didn’t know them, apart from meeting them when I was just a boy, and they didn’t know me either, though they were acting like they did.

Nua looked at me, eyes tight. “What did she do to you? We saw him take you. Balor. Saw him skulking outside your cottage after you’d made your potion.”

So Balor had been the one to smack me over the head and knock me out. I remembered stepping outside of the cottage after making my potion and peering round, but I didn’t know why. Maybe I’d heard him out there.

“They—She chained me up in her throne room,” I said, licking my dry lips. “And said she… was going to scrape my mortal skin off so she could eat me bit by bit and consume my power. To stop the Mild Months from coming.” Rage tightened my chest, blocking out the pain in my head and arm momentarily. “They killed my parents.”

“How did she do it?” Nua’s face was sorrowful. “How did she get your mortal skin off?”

“I—” I swallowed. “They left me alone in there. I don’t know for how long. It felt like I was—like I was dying. And then…” I shrugged my one good shoulder. “I woke up like this.”

“You did die,” Gillie murmured, giving me a small, sad smile. “Your first life gone. Your mortal side burned away.”

I swallowed, looking down at my one hand. The bandaged stump was too conspicuous in my periphery, sending sorrow through my whole body.

“How did you escape?” Nua asked.

My brows twitched into a frown as I recalled the way the Carlin’s throne room had come back to me slowly after that intense heat that felt like it would burn me away entirely. I remembered boiling rage and despair making me shake, until I somehow managed to snap the chains.

“I don’t—I snapped the chains and ran,” I said hoarsely.

Gillie barked out a laugh, making me flinch. “Good boy. I knew you wouldn’t just take it lying down. You’re like your brother. You’re no one’s puppet.”

I met Nua’s gaze, feeling awkward. I kept forgetting that. That he was my brother. I wasn’t sure if I entirely believed it but… he’d said it, and he couldn’t lie.

I couldn’t lie anymore either. It was a deeply unsettling thought. Lies had been my one protection when I’d been stuck on the Carlin’s land. My one tiny morsel of control among Folk who were stronger and faster and trickier than me.

It hadn’t really sunk in yet that I was no longer mortal. I was full fae. My mortal skin shed—burned away, Gillie had said. I raised my one remaining hand and stared down at my golden skin. It wasn’t as bright as Nua’s—more like a light golden brown. But definitely not human.

Gillie chuckled, making me jump.

“Wondering what you look like now, lad? You’re a sight, I’ll give you that. Not as beautiful as your brother, in my opinion, but still dashing.”

Nua rolled his eyes, revealing just a tiny hint of yellowish-white sclera. “Gillie.”

He chuckled again, getting to his feet. “I’ll fetch you a mirror so you can get a good look at yourself.”

His words sent fear shooting through me. What did I look like now? Like Nua? I stared at him, at his solid green eyes and sharp teeth and long deep-green hair. The little black claws tipping his overly long fingers.

I looked back down at my hand. My fingers were longer, but my nails were normal. Still short and blunt and colourless.

My breathing sped up just a little when Gillie reappeared holding a small handheld mirror in a burnished copper frame. When he handed it to me, I angled it away from me at first, staring down at it like it was a live snake writhing in my hand.

I didn’t want to look.

Gillie nodded encouragingly as he dropped back down beside Nua with a grunt. “You’re still handsome, don’t worry.”

I didn’t care about that. I cared about lifting the mirror and seeing a stranger looking back at me. Seeing the sharp, cruel face of a fae sneering back.

“You don’t have to look, Ash,” Nua said gently, but I let out a hard breath and raised the mirror to my face.

I went still, my chest unclenching just a little. At first, I didn’t think I looked all that different. But then I realised my eyes were no longer hazel. They were a deep green that shifted to gold in the light. The sight of them brought a flash of a sharp, black-handled dagger to my mind, for some reason. And they reminded me of the fountain pen I’d written out potion recipes with in my cottage.

My irises were bigger, though not as big as Nua’s, like I was wearing those weird contacts. Aside from that, my features were largely the same, but they did look sharper. Crueller. And when I hesitantly bared my teeth at my reflection, they looked sharper too. I turned my head. My stomach lurched when I saw the pointed tip of my ear peeking out from between wild curls. My hair was a deeper brown now, and it looked softer, though still a tangled mop.

“See? Not all that different.” Nua gave me a hesitant smile when I slowly lowered the mirror. “Still you.”

“I’m not me, though, am I,” I croaked. “I’m not mortal anymore. I’m full fae.”

Nua and Gillie exchanged a look.

“No, you’re not mortal anymore,” Nua said carefully. “Your mortal side is gone. Your skin shed.”

I lifted the mirror again and stared at myself. Unnaturally bright greeny-gold eyes stared back. Remembering the sharp pinch I’d felt on my chest after breaking the chains, I angled the mirror down so I could see if I had some kind of cut or mark there.

But my gaze snagged on the necklace I hadn’t realised I was wearing. A tiny black feather was nestled in the hollow of my throat. The sight of it sent a wave of longing through me, and I had no idea why.

Gillie must have realised what I was staring at, because he nudged Nua and nodded towards it.

“We should get rid of that,” he murmured. “Unseelie power.”

“No,” I barked immediately, dropping the mirror to snatch the pendant in my fist. “It’s mine.”

I didn’t even know what it was, or why I was wearing it, but I wasn’t going to let them take it. It was mine. It was important. Even clutching it in my fist was making my eyes get hot, but I didn’t know why.

“We won’t take it,” Nua said quickly. “It’s yours.”

I slowly relaxed my fingers, eyeing them both suspiciously.

Nua swallowed, glancing at Gillie before saying, “Ash, you… Last night, you were saying that you couldn’t remember the Carlin’s youngest son visiting you.”

I frowned, still fingering the tiny feather pendant. “Do you mean Cethlen? No, he never visited me.”

“Not Cethlen. Lonan.” Nua was watching me intently. “Prince Lonan, with the black hair and black eyes.”

I stared at him. “I don’t remember any prince with black hair and black eyes. Do you mean Odran? The kelpie? He visited me once. To bring me the Spellsmiths book and your messages.”

“No, not Odran.” Worry was bleeding into Nua’s eyes, making my stomach clench. “Lonan. The Carlin’s son. The assassin. He visited you at the cottage all the time, Ash. We thought… we thought maybe you were involved with him.”

I blinked. “The only person I remember visiting me all the time was Caom. The gancanagh. He was blond.”

I’d spent most of my time in that cottage alone. Long months of crippling loneliness, just sitting there. I’d tried to make the best of it, reading and cooking and tending to the little herb garden. Making potions. But I’d been alone for all of it.

Nua and Gillie were both eyeing me with concern.

“What about the wolf?” Gillie asked. “And the cat. They visited you almost every day.”

“What?” I wanted to laugh at the thought of having visits from a wolf.

“You sat outside with the wolf almost every night, Ash.”

Sat outside with a wolf? I only remembered sitting outside alone every night, staring into the dark forest that I couldn’t reach.

My face tightened as I glared at them. “What are you trying to do? Stop.”

“We’re not trying to do anything, Ash.” Nua held up his hands. “We’re telling the truth.”

“I don’t remember any wolf,” I snarled, huddling closer to the wall and away from them. “Or cat. Or black-eyed son. Stop trying to make me believe things that weren’t real.”

“We’re not,” Nua said desperately, shooting a troubled look to Gillie. “We—”

“It’s alright, lad,” Gillie interrupted calmly. “It’s fine. We’ll work it out.”

“Work what out?” I snapped. “There’s nothing to work out. The Carlin took me and shoved me into that cottage and left me there.”

There was a long moment of silence.

“Alright,” Nua said softly. “It doesn’t matter now. You’re safe. You’re away from her—from all of them.”

“How do I know I’m safe?” I tried to make my voice hard, but it came out painfully unsteady. “How can I trust you any more than anyone else?”

“We know you won’t straight away,” Gillie said calmly. “We know it will take time. But Nua is telling the truth, Ash. You are safe here. We’ll look after you.”

A small, weak part of me desperately wanted to believe them. But I didn’t, so I said nothing.

“Well.” Gillie slapped his hands on his thighs and gave me a beaming smile, sharp teeth flashing. “Why don’t we get ready for the day? Find you some clothes. Do you want a bath? And I bet you’d like some mint to freshen your mouth, eh?” He chuckled. “I know all too well what whisky mouth is like. At least I never get whisky dick, eh, Nua?”

Nua’s face deepened in colour. “Gillie.”

“Let’s get you feeling a bit more normal.” Gillie was grabbing the empty plate and standing up. “I’ve got some water heating for a bath already. Do you need a hand getting up?”

“No,” I said shakily, but I struggled rising onto unsteady legs with only one arm.

My knees trembled as I stood there, toes curling into the soft fur under my feet. A wave of lightheaded nausea made me sway, and then Nua was jumping up and steadying me with a hand cupped under my one remaining elbow. I flinched away, and his mouth pulled down as he let go.

The thought of sinking into hot water to chase away the last of the Carlin’s lingering frost in my bones was almost too tempting. Blood had dried and caked all over my left side, pulling at my skin and making my leather trousers stiff. My stomach and chest were streaked with dirt and grass stains from thudding onto my belly after I tripped over my own severed arm.

The moment I took a step forward, I listed wildly to the side, almost falling straight back down until Nua grabbed my waist to keep me upright. I flinched away out of instinct and lost my balance again, my heart giving a mighty thud as I swayed into the wall.

“Please let me help you,” Nua begged, and I gritted my teeth as my face flooded with heat and my eyes burned.

I was still fucking helpless. Weak, with no control, with nothing to my name, and now I couldn’t even fucking walk properly because my arm was gone. I didn’t want Nua to help me or touch me. I didn’t want anyone to help me or touch me. But as I tried to plant my feet firmly on the floor and stand upright, I found myself swaying yet again, listing to one side because the right side of my body was now heavier than the left.

“Just… hold on to my shoulder,” I gritted out to Nua, tensing up when his long fingers gently gripped my left shoulder.

My vision swam when I took a step forward, but Nua pressed down on my left side to keep me upright and mostly stable. I still felt dazed, not really with it, as we followed Gillie through the archway and into a small, warm kitchen with a big butcher’s block in the centre. The fire was lit in here and a heavy cauldron sat over it.

A wall of shelves and cubbies had been built directly into the earth wall on one side, thick beams of wood slicing across it. An apothecary cabinet sat beside a rectangular table with four chairs, little labels affixed to the front of each tiny drawer.

Pots and pans hung from a thick beam in the ceiling, and a metal bucket with a wooden scrubbing board for clothes sat tucked into a corner. To the left of the big hearth was another doorway, and I followed Gillie on wobbly legs through it to see two lopsided wooden doors in a tiny corridor. I had to press my trembling hand to the wall to stop myself from falling over now that Nua was no longer keeping me stable.

Gillie opened the door on the left with a flourish, revealing a small space lit by another tiny fire, with a latrine tucked into the corner and a big copper tub in the centre.

I stared at the tub, suddenly yearning for my cottage. I’d been alone there, but I remembered being happy at times. I remembered smiling and laughing—at what, I didn’t know—which made me flush with embarrassment. Had I been losing my mind in there? Laughing at nothing, all alone?

“I’ll bring the water in,” Gillie said, snapping me out of the memories as he slipped past me.

He reappeared moments later, effortlessly carrying the big cauldron I’d seen over the kitchen fire, his hands wrapped in cloth. He poured steaming water into the tub until it was filled halfway.

“Soap and oil over there,” he said with a smile and a nod towards a tiny sideboard littered with bowls and jars and bottles, just like every other surface in this weird dirt house. “Let me bring you some clothes before you get in, though. Then we’ll leave you to it.”

He disappeared again, and I didn’t move in the entire time he was gone except to absently clutch at my left bicep, above my throbbing stump.

“Here we go.” Gillie’s voice was overly cheerful as he carried in an armful of clothes and placed them on a rickety wooden chair beside the fire.

After setting a pair of brown boots on the floor beside it, he straightened up and looked at me uncertainly.

“Do you… Do you want Nua to come and help with the lacing on your trousers?” He gestured down. “It’ll take a while for you to get used to—”

“No,” I barked, my face heating. “I can do it.”

He just sighed and nodded, turning to leave and shutting the door behind him. It didn’t sit straight in its rough wooden frame, and I darted forward to fumble with the little loop of rope that hooked round a wooden stopper nailed into the frame. I was sure they could smash the door down if they wanted to, but it made me feel a little better.

I looked down at the lacing on my trousers, despair filling me before I forced it back. I refused to be bested by a pair of fucking trousers. I could do this.

It didn’t take me long to undo the lacing, but I was hot all over by the time I managed to get the trousers off and over my feet, nearly tripping and falling several times. Helpless fury filled me. What had they done with my arm? Had Balor taken it to the palace to give to the Carlin? Was she going to fucking eat it?

Why was everything so fucking difficult with only one arm? Surely I hadn’t needed to steady myself with both getting into the tub in the cottage. I wobbled madly as I stepped into the hot water, thumping down gracelessly with a splash. Then I gritted my teeth hard when I realised I hadn’t grabbed any soap or oil from the sideboard. I struggled back up and out, snatching up the first bar of soap I saw and marching back to the tub. At least the floors weren’t dirt. They were dark, warped wooden boards that were smooth and warm under my feet.

I refused to let myself cry as I sat there struggling to wash my hair with one hand. Crying wouldn’t bring my arm back. Crying wouldn’t bring my dead parents back.

I was going to kill the Carlin. And her three sons. I didn’t know how yet, but I was going to. It was the only thing I cared about.


Chapter Four

Ash

The water was a murky brown by the time I managed to scrub all the blood off me, which was made even more awkward because I tried to keep my bandage dry. I realised that while my blood was still dark red, like normal human blood, it shimmered gold and green like an oil slick on the surface of the water. I looked away quickly, not wanting to think about it.

Boiling rage washed over me yet again as I struggled out of the tub. I stood in front of the fire to dry off, breathing hard with impotent fury that I could do nothing about. I couldn’t kill the Carlin and her sons with only one fucking arm. I didn’t even know how to use a sword or a blade of any kind.

I remembered that ridiculous “battle” on the Winter Solstice. When Caom had viciously put me forward to be the oak king because I wouldn’t fuck him. I’d fought with a sword then, but it hadn’t been a real fight. I couldn’t remember the fae I’d gone up against—the holly king—but I remembered the clash of metal before pushing them back onto the ground to take my “win”.

A bewildering flood of heat rushed through me, one that had nothing to do with the fire. My body felt foreign. Not like mine. I stared down at my nude frame, at the golden skin that was so inhuman. My heart jolted when I saw a black X tattooed on the centre of my chest.

What? I lifted my one remaining hand and traced it with a trembling finger. What was that? Did all Folk have this? Or did I get it when I shed my mortal skin? I’d never gotten a tattoo.

Yet another thing that felt foreign in this new body. The thought made me unspeakably angry. In some ways, I didn’t feel different, but at the same time, it felt like I was wearing a stranger’s skin.

I dressed as quickly as I could with one arm, not wanting to look at myself anymore. I managed to struggle into the dark brown leather trousers and get the socks and boots on, but I couldn’t tie them up. And I couldn’t lace my trousers or button my shirt.

Humiliation made my skin hot. I felt useless. Even more useless than I had sitting in that cottage waiting to see what the Carlin would do to me.

Refusing to let myself wallow, I stood up from the little chair and fumbled with the rope lock on the door. As I pulled it open, I heard Gillie and Nua talking quietly in the kitchen. I stopped dead, feeling a tiny flash of guilt for eavesdropping, but—whatever. They were Folk.

“Did you see the oath etched into his chest?” Gillie was murmuring. “I wonder what it is.”

“I don’t know.” Nua sounded weary and tense. “Something else happened while he was in the Carlin’s court. Do you think it has something to do with Prince Lonan? Why he can’t remember him?”

Who the fuck was Prince Lonan? What fucking oath? I glanced down, freezing in shock when I saw a black X tattooed on the centre of my chest. What? What was that? Panic made me look away from it quickly. I gritted my teeth, not liking them talking about me behind my back.

“I need you to button my shirt,” I barked, marching into the kitchen and keeping my eyes averted. My face burned, and I knew I was being rude, but I hated this. I hated all of it. At least I was feeling steadier on my feet now, slowly getting used to my new lopsided frame.

There was a tiny beat of silence before Nua leapt forward.

“Of course.” He hesitated, clearing his throat. “Let me—I’ll lace up your trousers too. And your boots.”

My face got even hotter, the burn travelling down my throat. Nua swiftly laced my trousers and buttoned up my shirt with brisk, impersonal fingers, before bending down to tie up the laces on my boots.

Gillie had busied himself at the other end of the kitchen while he was doing it, but when Nua straightened up, he turned to give me a smile.

“Feeling better, lad?” He grabbed a bowl from one of the shelves and brought it over. “Here, chew on a bit of this.”

“What is it?” I said cautiously as I stared into the bowl, even though I could see it was just mint.

“Mint leaves,” Gillie said cheerfully. “Rub them on your teeth first. I don’t know what you used in the cottage, but we have proper tooth powder here. I’ll make you a toothbrush, but this’ll do for now.”

I warily picked out a few mint leaves and sniffed them before doing as he said. My mouth felt better after I’d chewed them, and when Nua passed me the same cup of water as before, I gulped it down gratefully.

“Now, I would offer you tea to get rid of the last of that whisky fog,” Gillie said, ladling something from the cauldron over the fire into a mug. “But I understand if you’d rather stick to water for now. It’s here if you want it.”

He passed Nua the mug and filled another for himself. I stood there awkwardly, the left sleeve of my shirt empty and flapping with even the smallest movement. I watched as Nua and Gillie sat down at the table and sipped their tea.

Nua smiled at me. “Do you want to sit down?”

Not knowing what else to do, I slowly crossed the room and thumped down into an empty chair. My eyes darted to the cauldron. I was thirsty, despite the water I’d just drunk. A headache still pounded behind my eyes, my brain too dehydrated from the whisky.

But I didn’t say anything. Even though Nua and Gillie were sipping the tea—even though I was fae now, so I’d react to it just like they did—I said nothing. I didn’t want to take anything else from them. I didn’t want to owe them anything.

After a few minutes of silence, Nua cleared his throat.

“After this, I can show you around,” he said, giving me another uncertain smile. “It will take a while for you to get settled, but—”

“I’m not staying here.”

Gillie and Nua exchanged a look. It was Gillie who spoke.

“Where do you want to go, lad?” he asked calmly, eyes bright over the rim of his mug.

I clenched my jaw. “Unseelie.”

Gillie went still, his gaze sliding over to Nua, who was staring at me.

“Why?”

“I’m going to kill her. All of them.” I tried to keep my voice level, but it shook with anger.

They exchanged another look.

“You… you can’t kill the Carlin, Ash,” Nua said hesitantly. “No one can.”

“I’m going to try.”

Gillie cleared his throat. “While you’re still healing? With one arm?”

I gritted my teeth so hard I thought they would crack. “Yes, with one fucking arm. I’ll find a way. I don’t care.”

Nua swallowed, setting down his mug. “Ash—”

“You’ll get yourself killed, lad,” Gillie said steadily.

“I don’t care,” I repeated.

“Ash, please.” Nua reached over and grasped my hand, but I jerked it away quickly and hid it under the table. “We understand you’re in shock, and in pain, and—But give yourself time to heal, at least, before you… go anywhere.”

His eyes were big and sad when I glanced at him, so I looked away again quickly, not wanting to be manipulated.

“Please believe me when I say that we only want to help you. To keep you safe. It was why we were leaving you the notes. Telling you to come here, into the forest. I understand that you won’t trust us at first, but I’m pleading with you to just give us time. Give yourself time to heal. To rest.”

“We can give you a weapon if you want,” Gillie added easily, leaning back in his chair. “If it will help you feel safer.” His silver eyes hardened as he looked at me. “But if you try and hurt Nua, I will stop you. Do you understand?”

I swallowed and looked away. I didn’t want to hurt them. I just didn’t trust them.

“I want a weapon,” I muttered.

Gillie rose from the table. “Then I’ll give you one. But first, you’ll give me your word that you won’t try and hurt Nua.”

Suspicion rose, making me narrow my eyes at him. “Like a vow? You’re trying to trap me in a promise so I can’t fight back?”

“No,” he said calmly. “Not a vow. Not an oath, like the one on your chest. Just your word. I’m trusting you, lad.”

I stilled, then looked down at my chest. What oath? I couldn’t remember making any oaths or vows to anyone.

Lifting my head, I looked Gillie directly in the eyes. “I don’t want to hurt either of you. I give you my word I won’t try and hurt Nua. Or you. Unless one of you tries to hurt me first,” I tacked on.

To my surprise, Gillie burst out laughing. “So fae already. Nothing wrong with being careful with your words. I’ll go get you something.”

I felt incredibly tense and awkward when he left the room, and it was just Nua and me sitting at the table in silence.

My brother.

“I meant it,” I found myself muttering, looking down at the table. “I don’t want to hurt either of you. I just want to kill the Carlin and her sons for what they did to my parents.”

I heard him let out an unsteady breath. “I understand that urge. More than you know.”

I glanced up at him.

“What does that mean?” Then I straightened, staring at him properly. “Why are you living out here? If you’re the Seelie Queen’s son, why aren’t you there? With her?”

Nua fiddled with his mug, spinning it slowly in his hands on the table, just like I did when I was nervous.

“When I—The first time I visited you when you were a boy, I was there for a reason,” he told me, keeping his eyes lowered. “When you turned seven, the Brid, our mother… told me to kill you.”

He stopped as if to gauge my reaction. I just watched him. Was I supposed to feel sad that this random fae woman wanted me dead? Even if she was my biological mother? I didn’t know her. I’d never met her. Mags had been the only mother I’d ever known.

When I didn’t say anything, Nua continued.

“She wanted me to absorb your power. It would have killed you. Half of you is—was fae, so it would have been like… like cutting you in half. I didn’t want to do it. And when I went to see you… I knew I couldn’t. I couldn’t have ever hurt you.” He looked up at me with a slightly watery smile, his green eyes glistening. “You were so sweet, and I could see the fae in you even then. The blood we shared. You were pretending to make a potion in your garden—do you remember?”

I clenched my jaw and gave a terse nod.

“So I stayed away from the Brid’s court for a while, visiting you. I wanted to know you, Ash. You were my brother. But… my visits drew others who got curious. Unseelie Folk who had heard rumours about the Brid’s halfling son. That was why I told you to stay away from them. And that was why I made sure your house had cold black iron to keep them out.”

Nua exhaled shakily. “When I knew you were safe in your home, I went back to tell the Brid that I wouldn’t do it. She was furious. She tried to kill me. I only just managed to escape into the forest.”

He gestured towards the doorway that Gillie had gone through.

“I’d been with Gillie for many years already by then, in secret, so I have lived with him here ever since.” He smiled, and it was soft. “I haven’t regretted my decision for even a moment.”

“So she just gave up?” I asked tightly. “Because you wouldn’t kill me, she left me alone?”

Nua shook his head. “No, she sent others. Gillie and I stopped them. It was why I kept visiting you until you were fourteen. Why I kept telling you to stay away from the others.”

As my brows pinched, Gillie walked back into the room carrying a dagger with a gleaming white blade and a dark brown hilt. He set it down in the centre of the table and sat, casually picking up his mug to have a sip of tea.

“Why only until I was fourteen?” I asked. “And why did she tell you to kill me when I turned seven? Why did the Carlin wait until I was twenty-one to take me?”

Gillie chuckled. “Folk and our beliefs. Threes and sevens—sacred numbers.”

“For your first seven years, there would have been no trace of your fae side,” Nua explained, “but then it started emerging. Fourteen is a sacred milestone for the Folk. It’s when we start maturing, and we can gain our second name. We were all forced to leave you alone for those seven years.”

I stared at him. “Second name?”

Nua nodded. “Do you know that Folk can be controlled by their names?”

I shifted in my seat.

“I think I read that when I was younger,” I muttered, not wanting to show any ignorance.

“Obviously we are all given a name when we are born—one that is closely guarded between parent and child, because it allows the parent to control their child completely. When a fae child turns fourteen, their parents tell them how they can find Ogma to gain their second name. So that it is a complete secret, even from them, and no one can control them.”

I blinked, trying to keep up. “What—Ogma—?”

Nua nodded. “The Keeper of Names. She lives in these woods, but you can’t find her unless you’ve been told a way to do it. There are many ways. Families have their own methods, which are closely guarded secrets that are passed down.”

He shot a grim look at Gillie, who was sipping his tea.

“There are rumours that the Carlin never showed her sons how to find Ogma. So that she has complete control over them even now.”

I tensed up. “What, so I’m supposed to just forgive them? One of them killed my parents. I don’t care if she ordered them to do it. They’re all just as fucking bad.”

“Nua’s not saying that,” Gillie said calmly. “He’s not saying you need to forgive anyone.”

I knew that logically. I knew I was being a bastard, bristling too easily, speaking too rudely. I flushed and looked away, lifting my one hand to trace a seam in the wooden tabletop.

“So what about me?” I asked quietly. “What about my name? Does that mean someone can control me because I never got my second one?”

“Yes,” Nua said gravely. “If the Brid found you, she would be able to control you. She knows your name. She picked it.”

I tensed up at that. “My dad named me.”

“Ash, yes. But she probably influenced your father’s decision to call you that, planting the idea in his mind when she left you on his doorstep. And you will have a fae name. One only the Brid knows.”

I stared at him. “So… what does that mean? That she can control me? Why would she want to, if she wanted me dead?”

Nua flinched, and Gillie reached over to clasp his hand.

“If she finds out you are full fae now, she might be… eager to meet you,” he said. “She has no heir. I’m not welcome there anymore.”

“Heir?” I wanted to laugh, but my mouth wouldn’t even pull up into a smile. “Like I’m going to inherit her throne?”

“Well, potentially, yes.” Nua looked uncomfortable. “But not for a very, very long time. The Brid has been Seelie Ruler for centuries. And she will stay on the throne for many more.”

I shook my head weakly. This was ridiculous. “I don’t want to be ruler of anything.”

“Even so, you should get your second name. Just in case she finds you.”

I stared at him hard. “How would she find me? Does she even know I’ve been on the Carlin’s land for months?”

“We don’t know,” Gillie answered. “We obviously don’t speak to either court. But whispers travel between them. There are solitary Folk who act as spies for both sides. Watching from the forest to take messages back.”

I reached up and wiped my face wearily. So I potentially had another court of Folk out there wanting to trap me? Or kill me?

“How do I do it, then? How do I get my second name?”

“Once you’re healed, I can tell you how,” Gillie said. “I know my family’s method. You might not like it though,” he added with a chuckle. “It involves the magic mushrooms you’re not too fond of.”

I tensed up, cursing myself for lowering my guard for even a minute. “So you’re going to drug me? Make me think it will show me how to do it?”

“I’m not going to drug you,” he said calmly. “I’m not going to force you to do anything. I will show you how, and if you want to, you can. Once you’re healed.”

That just made me go even stiffer, sitting up straight in my chair. “So it’s a bribe then? You’ll withhold the information so I have to stay here?”

“It’s not a bribe,” he said steadily. “But I’m not telling you until you’re healed. For your sake. You wouldn’t last long alone in the woods in your current state, Ash.”

I gritted my teeth. “Why don’t I get to decide that?”

“Ash, I’m a patient man.” Gillie’s silver eyes were hard as he stared at me. “I understand you are in pain. But snarling at me will achieve nothing. I will happily show you how to find Ogma when you’re healed. Until then, you can stay here if you want, or you can leave.” He nodded at the dagger on the table. “You have a weapon now. Either you keep hold of it here so you feel safer, or you go out there alone and hope it will be enough.”

Nua sucked in a breath. “Gillie—”

“You can stay here as long as you like,” Gillie continued, “if that’s what you decide. For the rest of your life, if you want. You are Nua’s brother, so you are my family. You are always welcome here.”

I was mortified when my eyes got hot. I looked down at the table, shoulders hunched up to my ears. The urge to apologise burned on the tip of my tongue.

The urge to trust them burned even stronger in the pit of my stomach. I wanted to, so badly. I wanted to believe them. I wanted to have someone I felt safe with, because I hadn’t had that for so very long.

“Could I have some tea?” I asked quietly, after a long moment adding, “Please?”

“Of course, lad,” Gillie said easily as he stood up, taking it for the uneasy truce I’d intended it to be.


Chapter Five

Lonan

I clenched my teeth hard, forcing myself to sit upright even though it sent agony searing through every inch of me. Belial’s poison still burned in my system, making my wounds itch and sting unbearably beneath my clothes.

I knew I was even paler than normal, and my skin felt clammy. Sweat beaded on my hairline.

I just had to hope neither my mother nor my brothers noticed.

It had been a week since Ash’s escape. I’d had to return to Belial for three nights until he had dosed me enough for the wounds to start knitting back together. I could smell the sweet stink of his poison seeping from my pores.

At least the doses had dropped me into a dead sleep the moment I stumbled to my room on those nights, but I hadn’t had the same blessed relief since. Every night I lay in bed gazing at the jar of Ash’s sweet, warm fire on my bedside. The warm acorn at my throat just made the pain worse, even as it soothed me. The only thing of him I had left.

Balor was watching me again, I realised too late, so I forced myself to reach out and pick up my spoon. The action made the wound he had given me on my chest scream in protest, and my fingers trembled for just a moment before I willed them to stop.

I slowly brought a spoonful of syllabub to my mouth, throat already bobbing with rising nausea at the thought of eating it.

Another night nearly over. Just get through it.

It was cloyingly sweet and melted on my tongue too easily. I kept my eyes on the glass dish in front of me as I ate another mouthful in silence.

“Have they found any hint of him?” my mother was asking, her voice tense. “Anything at all?”

They were still talking about Ash. They hadn’t stopped, ever since he had snapped his chains and escaped. She kept her guards out in the forest, scouring it for any sign of him, but he had vanished.

I desperately hoped he had made it somewhere safe. That the fae leaving him the notes—the Golden Son, his half-brother—had found him and was protecting him. That Ash finally had someone he could truly trust. Because he had trusted me, and I had betrayed him in every way.

I hadn’t been deserving of his trust. His love. But now I wished with every part of me that I had said the words back to him just once, even if I hadn’t felt worthy of it. At least then he would have known, even for a short time, that I loved him more than anything. That he was everything to me.

“No, mother,” Balor said, sounding bored even though he had been a fervent, eager participant in her plans. “Perhaps he made it to the Brid’s land. You did tell him he was her son.”

She let out a snarl. “If he had made it there, we would know. He’s still in the forest.”

I was still staring at my bowl, trying very hard not to throw up everything I’d eaten all over the table, when I felt Balor’s cold eyes settle on me.

“Where do you think he’s hiding, Lonan?” he asked lightly. “You watched him for months. Where do you think he would go?”

My stomach clenched hard. I already knew that he hadn’t said a word to the Carlin about me helping Ash to escape as the wolf. Bres had been there too, but he was a clueless fool who talked too much to take anything in.

Balor wasn’t. Balor saw everything. Balor noticed all.

He was the only one of my siblings who knew that I could shift into more than a crow and a blackbird—the first thing I had ever turned into, and my namesake. The rest of the unseelie knew only about the crow. Most spiritsmiths had only one other form. I didn’t know why I had many. I didn’t know if it was a natural gift, or because I was High Fae, or just from the ruthless, brutal training the Carlin had inflicted on me to strengthen my power.

Balor had watched with a lazy smirk as my mother whipped me mercilessly when I was young, until I could shift into a new animal. Until I could shift into any animal. It had taken many years.

And I knew why he hadn’t told her that I had attacked him as the wolf to help Ash escape. It was another thing to hold over my head. One more debt to add to the list he already had.

“He didn’t know the forest,” I said shortly, realising I had to answer him.

“Well he’s hiding in there somewhere.” The Carlin dropped her spoon into her empty glass dish with a clatter. “Like a frightened little snake slithering through the dead leaves.”

Her words made me tense even more, making me think of the dinner she had forced Ash to attend here. Fury had churned inside me when the main course had been brought out. Pork, beef and snake. An insult to Ash and his seelie heritage, hidden in plain sight. The seelie Folk revered boars and cattle and serpents, due to their ruler having complete control over them all. Eating any of them was tantamount to cannibalism among the seelie.

My mother and brothers had been laughing at Ash right in front of him, without him even realising.

I felt only intense shame that I shared blood with these people. Any foolish eagerness I had felt as a child to make my mother proud—to have brothers I could trust to look after me—had been burned away years ago. Scoured off by years of trying to treat the lashes on my back as I huddled alone in my room, weeping from the pain and not understanding why she had inflicted it. Years of hiding in little spaces in the palace to avoid the cruel taunts and punishing kicks of my much older siblings.

I had no loyalty to any of them. I hadn’t for years, even before Ash, but now I knew with certainty that I would murder all of them to keep him safe.

Not that I ever could. My mother had made sure of that, forcing us all to take a vow to never kill each other. We were too useful to her.

I had managed only the two mouthfuls of syllabub when she rose from the table, and my breath caught in my throat as I stood up quickly with my brothers. My vision danced for a moment when I straightened, pulling on the deep wound in my thigh.

Cethlen’s head cocked beside me. My mother had already swept out of the room when he said, “You’re breathing rather fast, Lonan.”

His voice was soft, but sly. Just like he was. The quiet one, always listening, but that didn’t make him any less conniving.

“Are you injured?” he asked demurely, but his thin lips twisted into a cruel smirk.

“Our Lonan?” Balor laughed easily, sauntering round the table. He slapped me hard on the back, directly over the wound, making my vision white out entirely for a few seconds. “Who would be quick enough to injure him?”

He gripped the back of my neck with clawing fingers and shoved me towards the door. “I’ll walk you to your room, little brother. We’ll catch up before you retire for the night.”

The muscle in my jaw ticked furiously, but I couldn’t reach up and wrench his hand free—not without tearing open the fragile new tissue knitting the wounds on my chest and back together. I fought hard not to limp, even as the deep gash on my thigh threatened to split back open.

“Didn’t want your dessert?” Balor said softly as he directed me across the side hall and up the wide, sweeping staircase to our living quarters. “Has something diminished your appetite?”

I said nothing, clenching my teeth so hard my jaw throbbed.

“If you know where he is, it would be in your best interests to tell me,” Balor hissed in my ear, his fingers digging hard into my neck.

“I don’t,” I answered honestly, then couldn’t help but add, “And if I did, I’d cut out my tongue before telling you.”

There was no point pretending otherwise. Balor knew everything. He had guessed much, but it had been the indisputable facts he had already known that led him to the truth.

He knew that I had wanted Ash for years. Since the very first moment I saw him, when we were both boys. He knew that my greatest weakness was my love for him. And he used that weakness for his own gain, as all fae would.

“What would mother say if she knew you had helped him escape?” Balor said softly, leading me down the corridor towards my room. “Do you think she suspects, dear brother? That you weren’t just fucking him to spite his bitch mother?”

I swallowed, staying silent. I didn’t know how Balor knew about what had grown between Ash and me. Maybe he had just guessed and Ash’s betrayed, agonised look in the throne room that terrible night had confirmed it.

Had he watched us? Spied on us when we were together? The thought alone was enough to make my fingers twitch with the desire to tear his eyes out with my bare hands.

“Do you think she is in her chamber at this moment, wondering where your loyalties lie?” Balor continued, his cold breath tickling my ear.

“Threats won’t work,” I said, unable to keep the weariness out of my voice. “Tell her or don’t. I don’t care.”

“I think you’d care if she ordered you to track down your little seelie dog and slit his throat.”

Cold fury tightened my chest, sending fresh agony through my wound. “Call him that again and I’ll slit yours.”

Balor laughed, the sound cruel. “If only you could. I’m sure your fingers are itching for your blade.”

He wrenched me closer to hiss in my ear, “Did you fuck him as the wolf? Did he like it?”

My teeth felt like they would crack. “I vow to you, Balor, that I will—”

“Come now, Lonan,” he tutted, releasing my neck to fist my hair and yank my head back, making the wound on my chest strain. “You know better than to trap yourself in vows that are impossible to fulfil.”

He let go and shoved me towards my bedroom door, placing his hand directly on the wound on my back, as if he knew exactly where it was. “Sleep well, little brother.”


Chapter Six

Ash

I wish I knew why I woke up every morning before dawn expecting to feel warm lips trailing over my skin. A low, husky voice murmuring sweet words into my ear. Long, callused fingers smoothing over my chest or arm.

I hadn’t had sex with anyone in months and months, since well before I’d been taken by the Carlin. I hadn’t slept an entire night with someone in even longer than that, so why was my brain now yearning for it? I had more important things to think about, for fuck’s sake.

I yawned widely as I propped myself up on my one elbow on my pallet of furs in Nua and Gillie’s living room. My left arm automatically jerked with the desire to push my curly hair back from my face, but of course there was no hand there to do it. I was beginning to come to terms with that. Slowly getting used to it.

“Morning, lad.”

Gillie’s rough, cheerful voice made me look up and give him a small smile. I was gradually relaxing around them, growing to trust them. I’d been here just under two weeks and they’d been nothing but kind. Friendly. Helpful.

But I knew a part of me was too damaged to ever fully trust anyone again. I kept my dagger under my pillow every night, and in its sheath on my hip every day. I watched them. I still stiffened if one of them moved too fast, expecting them to fly across the room towards me with sharp teeth flashing. I was still careful with my words, and listened closely to theirs.

“Scrambled or boiled eggs for breakfast?” Gillie asked, yawning and scratching his stomach. When Nua appeared from the curtained off doorway that led to their bedroom, Gillie pulled him close and kissed his temple.

“I don’t mind,” I said, my voice scratchy from sleep, sitting up fully so I could absently rub the tender skin of my stump. “Whatever you both want.”

“I think boiled, as they’re so fresh. Runny yolks,” Gillie said cheerfully. He kissed Nua again and released him to go into the kitchen. “Oh, and I got some coffee for you, Ash.”

My mouth watered. Gillie had set off yesterday morning in a long brown coat and wide-brimmed hat, with two empty canvas bags, to go to a market for solitary Folk that was hidden somewhere deep in the woods.

He’d returned slightly drunk with both bags full, saying he’d stopped by Odran’s lake for a few drinks with the kelpie before returning home. He’d laughed when Nua had tutted and taken the bags from him, giving him a big smacking kiss on the cheek.

I could reluctantly admit to myself that I liked Nua and Gillie. Really liked them. They were deeply in love, devoted to each other, and both just… nice. I hadn’t been around anyone truly nice in so long. Gillie was cheerful and a bit wild and didn’t seem to take much seriously. Nua was quieter, and I knew he was still worrying about me, but he was soft-spoken and gentle.

They were both gentle with me, like I was a skittish animal seconds away from bolting. And I still kind of was, even though I had gradually relaxed here. The hot, murderous anger towards the Carlin and her sons still burned in my gut. Fuelled me to get up every day and practise fighting one-handed with my dagger. Nua gave me lessons, which helped me to trust him just a little more.

My stump had healed shockingly fast. Unnervingly fast. The scar tissue was still tender and pale, and I still got stabbing pains up what remained of my arm and thought I could feel the phantom flex of my fingers, but the searing agony had faded. I didn’t know if it was Gillie’s salve or my fae body, or both, that had caused it to heal so quickly, but I wasn’t complaining.

They both went into the kitchen to leave me alone to get dressed for the day. Nua had given me some soft, loose linen trousers to sleep in. I was sure they were Nua’s clothes that I was wearing. We were about the same build, whereas Gillie was broader.

I pulled on my brown leather trousers, socks and boots before standing up. Gillie had relaced the trousers so I could pull them tight with one hand before looping the end around and tucking it in. He’d given me a pair of boots that didn’t need lacing up, which I was more grateful for than I’d let on. I hadn’t thanked him for them—I didn’t trust them enough for that—but I had told him that I appreciated it.

Nua had given me loose collarless shirts that slipped on over my head and didn’t require buttoning. He’d carefully folded and pinned the left sleeves of all of them for me, so the empty fabric didn’t flap around while I moved.

I was ashamed of how rude and churlish I’d been to them when I’d first gotten here. I’d quietly apologised for it one night while we were eating dinner, and they’d both brushed it off easily, saying that they understood.

I’d gone to bed that night and cried silently, praying they wouldn’t hear. I’d finally let myself cry for my missing arm. Cry for my dead parents. Cry for how pathetically grateful I was for such small kindnesses from these two Folk, after being alone and scared for so long.

And it felt like I’d cried for more. For something I’d lost—something other than my mortal life and my home and my parents—but I didn’t know what.

I stood up to lace my trousers, then reached back to pull my hair free from under the shirt neck. My fingers brushed against a warm metal chain there, making me freeze. I followed it round to my throat, grasping the small pendant on the necklace. I peered down as I pulled it away from me until I could just about see a tiny black feather. I stared at it, wondering why I was wearing it, even as something pinged in my consciousness, telling me that I had done the same thing the day before. And the day before that.

Despite not knowing where I’d gotten it or what it was, I left it on, making my way into the kitchen to join Nua and Gillie for breakfast. Gillie was fishing boiled eggs out of the cauldron with a slotted wooden spoon and setting them on a linen cloth on the butcher’s block.

I let out a little snuffle of laughter at just how many he was lining up on the fabric. “How can you eat so much?”

He grinned back at me over his shoulder, sharp teeth flashing. “I’m a growing boy.”

Nua snorted as he toasted bread over the fire, the slices impaled on prongs at the end of a long metal pole. “You finished growing about three hundred years ago.”

“I need plenty of energy to keep up with you, my eager seelie.”

I cringed and made my way to the table, where three steaming mugs were already waiting and the godly scent of coffee was drifting over. “I do not need to hear what you and my brother get up to, Gillie.”

As soon as the words escaped, I realised what I’d said—what I had finally called Nua. He went completely still, and when I hesitantly looked up at him after sitting down, he gave me a big, radiant smile.

I returned it with a small, tentative one of my own before quickly looking down as I pulled my mug closer, taking a greedy gulp of coffee even though it was too hot. I put the mug down and spun it slowly on the tabletop, feeling awkward. I didn’t look up until Nua and Gillie joined me, setting down a wooden plate loaded with toast, three smaller plates for each of us, and a tray of boiled eggs in little wooden cups.

I smiled in thanks and took two, as well as a slice of toast. Gillie had already devoured a whole egg and was starting on his second by the time Nua and I had cut the tops off ours. I tore off a piece of toast and dipped it into the runny yolk, missing my two hens fiercely.

Were they alright? Surely not. Surely they were dead. No one would have gone to look after them. Only Caom knew I had them—he’d been the only one to visit me often—and I very much doubted he’d be selfless enough to trudge all the way to that cottage to tend to them. Especially now that I was gone and he could no longer try and fuck me.

“What do you plan on doing today, Ash?” Gillie asked around a mouthful of toast, his silver eyes peering at me over the rim of his mug as he lifted it to have a sip.

Honestly, there wasn’t much for me to do here. I practised fighting with Nua, and I read Gillie’s books. It just made me want my own books. I knew most of them were Briordan’s, but I’d bought a few myself, and besides—he was long gone. His cottage had been abandoned for a century before the unseelie stashed me in it.

I looked hesitantly between Gillie and Nua. “I was wondering… Can I get back onto unseelie land?”

They both went still before sharing a look, which made me roll my eyes. They did that all the time.

“Ash…” Nua began, setting down his spoon. “We know you still want to go after the Carlin, but—”

“Not for that,” I said, though the anger that constantly simmered threatened to boil over at the mention of her. “I want my stuff. From the cottage. Do you think I’d be able to run and get it? It’s right on the edge of her land, and no one goes out there.”

Nua looked stricken. “It’s too dangerous. Her guards are lurking, trying to find you. And you’re still healing.”

“I’m not saying this to be a bastard, but how much would you realistically be able to take with one arm?” Gillie asked, making me grit my teeth. I forced myself not to snap at him—he hadn’t chopped off my arm. And he was right.

“Maybe… Could one of you come with me?” I flushed as I asked it, knowing how selfish I was being.

They both shook their heads, making my shoulders slump.

“We can’t set foot on either court’s land,” Gillie said. “Otherwise we would have just come and got you from the cottage as soon as you arrived.”

Of course. I was being stupid. But that didn’t mean I didn’t still want to try and get my stuff. My books. My notebook and dagger. My clothes. My heavy fountain pen and pewter potioncraft cauldron. The thick burgundy drachmsmith candle and soft white fur throw that had kept me warm when the Bitter Months came. I couldn’t remember whether I’d bought or found most of it, but I knew it was important. That those things were mine.

“If I went at night and took a big bag, and my dagger…” I flushed as I said it. How was I going to hold a huge bag of stuff and a dagger if someone did show up and see me?

Gillie and Nua were quiet for a moment.

“Like I said, Ash, it would be very hard with only one arm. It’s shit luck that that bastard prince got a swing in, but here we are.” He shrugged, eyeing me sympathetically, then looked hesitantly at Nua. “Although… we have been thinking.”

I exhaled, toying with the empty shell of my egg. “About what?”

“About making you a new arm.”

It took a while for the words to sink in. When they did, I jerked my head up to stare at him. “What?”

“I’ve had some ideas.” Gillie’s silver eyes were sparking with excitement as he got up from the table and disappeared into the living room.

I looked at Nua, confused. His expression was half nervous, half hopeful, and he shot me a tentative smile.

“We were waiting to tell you until Gillie had worked out all the kinks.”

Gillie returned, brandishing a brown leather notebook with a flourish. As he settled back at the table beside me, he chuckled. “Hope you’re not squeamish.”

I swallowed with foreboding, leaning forward when he flicked through the notebook pages before turning it on the table so it faced me.

I stared down at the charcoal drawing of an arm made out of twisting branches. The fingers were long and spindly, and at the top of it Gillie had drawn the basic outline of a normal, flesh-and-bone arm and shoulder. The branch arm seemed to connect to it without any kind of harness or strap.

“What?” I said again. “Like… a prosthesis?”

Hope made my stomach clench. Could Gillie make me a prosthetic arm?

But then he said, “No, not a prosthesis.” Pointing to the join between branches and flesh, he added, “A living arm.”

I slowly raised my head to stare at him. “How?”

“We can soak the branches in a brew to keep them alive and make them malleable,” he said excitedly. “Then we make tiny wounds in the ends of them for the spores—”

I paled. “Wait. Spores?”

He nodded. “Fungal spores. The fungi will join your tissue to the wood, which means you’ll be able to—”

“You want to give me a fungus arm?” I said, horrified at the thought.

Gillie laughed. “Yes. Exactly. Fungi and wood. Alive. Moveable. Like you were never missing an arm in the first place.”

Horror and excitement warred inside me. “Moveable?”

He nodded again. “If I get it all right, the fungi will latch on to your nervous system and—”

“Maybe… maybe don’t give me the details,” I said faintly, then licked my lips as I stared between them. “How is that possible? That’s not—surely that’s not how mushrooms act or something they can do?”

“Not normally.” Gillie gave me a wide, sharp-toothed grin. “But I can make mushrooms do whatever I want.”

Nua rolled his eyes at that, which made me want to smile. And then I did. Hesitantly at first, until I was grinning for the first time in… I didn’t even know how long.

I looked back down at the drawing. “Do you think you can do it, Gillie?”

“It might take me a couple of tries, but yes,” he said confidently, then leaned forward to clap me on the shoulder. “Let’s build you a new arm, Ash.”

My grin widened, and they both returned it with big smiles of their own. Nua wrapped his arms around Gillie’s and tipped his head onto his shoulder, his long green hair shifting in a curtain.

“What can I do to help?” I asked eagerly, reaching forward to pull the notebook closer.

Gillie chuckled. “You don’t need to do anything, lad. It’s all in hand.”

Nua straightened, glancing between us nervously. “What about the…”

After a second, Gillie’s smile dropped. “Oh. Yes.”

He looked at me seriously, making my gut tighten with nervous fear.

“If you want this, Ash, we will have to reopen the wound.” He gestured at my stump, hidden beneath my shirt sleeve. “We need to connect it to tissue. Your muscles and nerves.”

My breath caught, and I looked down at my stump. “Oh.”

“If you’d prefer, I can just make you a prosthesis. We don’t have to do this.” He gestured at the notebook.

I licked my lips. “No, I… I’d like the living arm. So we would have to… cut off a bit more?”

“Just a tiny bit,” he said quickly. “To get rid of the scar tissue and make it an open wound again. That’s why we hadn’t told you yet—we were trying to work out if there was a way to do it without having to… do that.”

I swallowed, dragging my eyes from my stump to the drawing in the notebook. My gut clenched with longing. I wanted my arm back. I wanted to be able to go and get my stuff from my cottage and be confident that I could kill the Carlin and her sons when I was able.

And I didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of seeing what Balor had done to me before I killed them. I was sure he would get in one last smirk about the fact that he’d maimed me, even if he was moments from death.

I nodded and looked up at Gillie and Nua. “I want to do it.”


Chapter Seven

Ash

Gillie had already come up with the recipe for the brew to keep the branches for my new arm alive and malleable. He’d bought some ingredients at the market, he told me, but most he’d already had.

Nua had gone out and collected the branches. When I’d asked if I could go with him, he’d ruefully told me that it wasn’t safe yet, which made anger flare for a second before I pushed it back. He was right. I was quickly getting better with my dagger, but I knew I wasn’t good enough to fight off the Carlin’s guards yet. Or any of her sons, if they were looking out here for me too. Or any other Folk who may have been lurking. Or wild animals. We were in a forest, after all.

I desperately hoped that a new arm would make me feel just a little more in control of my life. My fate. Make me feel even a little bit safer and more capable of looking after myself. I was grateful for Nua and Gillie, but surely I couldn’t stay here forever. This was their home. I was the intruder sleeping in their living room.

But where would I go? I had nowhere anymore.

Would I be able to find my way back to my dad’s cottage? Would Nua help me get there? Would I even be able to live there anymore, like this?

I had to kill the Carlin first, though. And her sons. And I was most likely going to die in the attempt, so I supposed it didn’t matter if I didn’t have a home.

“What do you think she did with my arm?” I asked Gillie as I watched him adding ingredients to the cauldron over the fire. I wished I had my pewter potioncraft cauldron for him to use. And the drachmsmith candle.

Once I was used to my new arm, I was determined to go and get my stuff from the cottage.

Gillie grimaced. “Best not to think about it, lad.”

I hesitated, looking down at the table and spinning my warm mug of tea in my hand.

“I thought… I thought I felt my fingers grip my ankle,” I told him, face getting hot. “After Balor cut it off. When I tripped over it.”

I flushed deeper, but Gillie didn’t laugh. He just nodded and glanced over.

“Fae flesh stays alive for a while, and it always wants to cling to its owner. If you’re quick enough, it can be reattached with no lasting damage.”

I exhaled. “So if I’d grabbed it, we could have reattached it?”

“Possibly.” He grinned over at me. “But who needs that old arm? We’re making you a better one.”

I smiled, getting up from the table to join him at the cauldron. The urge to do potioncraft was even stronger now, and my gut clenched with yearning as I stared into the cauldron.

“Can I help?” I asked, then admitted, “I kind of miss doing this.”

Gillie chuckled. “Yes, we saw you out there growing your herbs. The potion you poured over them worked well, eh?”

I flushed with pleasure and shrugged.

“Nua knew you’d be a drachmsmith the first moment he saw you,” Gillie said conversationally as he handed me his notebook with the brew recipe written out. “You were a sweet lad.”

I flushed deeper, and it only worsened when Gillie grinned over at me.

“All man now, though, eh?” He gave my backside a friendly smack, making me jump. “Go and get me the bansith hair, would you?”

I set the book down on the butcher’s block and walked over to Gillie’s apothecary cabinet, scanning the labels on the fronts of the tiny drawers.

“The potion I made before Balor knocked me out had bansith hair in it,” I said absently as I spotted the right drawer and pulled it open. I grimaced slightly as I pulled out a clump of hair and took it over to him. “What’s a bansith?”

“They’re unseelie fae.” Gillie glanced over at me as he took it. “Did you ever come across any tall, grey-skinned women with long black hair?”

I nodded, remembering the pair I’d seen in the trooping procession that had stolen me, and the two I’d witnessed stumbling drunk and singing out of the tavern one night.

“They’re bansiths,” Gillie said, adding the hair to the cauldron. “Omens of death. They wail when one of the Folk dies. If you ever see one washing your clothes, you’re shit out of luck.”

I swallowed. “Good to know. But what about… What about Ankou and his death hound? I saw him as well. And he was there when I was running from the Carlin’s palace. He followed me for a while.”

“Well, you had just died. And you were probably still very close to death, if the guards or any of the princes had caught you.”

My throat bobbed again. “He said… He said we’d meet again.”

Gillie glanced over at me with a brow raised. “Well, you’re still alive, aren’t you? So one day he’ll visit you again. When your time is up.”

“So he appears for all Folk? Not just unseelie?”

“Yes. He’s both and neither. A harbinger of death for all of us.”

I fidgeted with the hem of my shirt, staring at the cauldron. “Was he… Was he who you saw in your visions about me?”

The terrifying words on those notes tucked into the Spellsmiths book still haunted me. Death warms him. Death weeps.

Gillie went very still, his hand freezing with the long wooden spoon poised over the cauldron. When I glanced up at his face it was vacant, his eyes unfocused as if he was trying to remember.

“No,” he eventually murmured, his voice dreamy like he was reliving the vision. “Not him.”

“Who then?” I asked, a hint of urgency in my voice. “Or was it just death in general? Because I was close to it while I was there?”

Gillie blinked hard, brows pulling together before his face cleared and he smiled over at me. “Not sure, lad. But it doesn’t matter now, eh? You’re here. You’re safe. You got away.”

I reached up and rubbed my stump through my pinned shirt sleeve, my voice hoarse when I said, “Yeah. Most of me, anyway.”
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I stared at my new arm while Nua fiddled with it, making final adjustments. It was unnerving as hell to think that this thing was going to be attached to me soon. Was going to be a part of me.

It looked nearly identical to Gillie’s drawing. Nua had carefully twisted the softened branches together into an arm that bent at the elbow, just like a flesh-and-bone limb. The fingers were long and spindly, but flexed and could clench into a fist.

Gillie assured me it would act as a fully functioning hand once the fungi had… done their thing. Honestly, I was trying hard not to think about that aspect of it too much.

Running down the core of the arm was a central branch that would attach to my severed humerus. Gillie said he wasn’t sure which would be more painful, the branch fusing to my bone, or the fungi invading my nervous system, but he cheerfully warned me that the entire ordeal was going to be unpleasant at first.

I was still determined to do it.

“What if… Is there a chance my body will reject it?” I asked nervously as Gillie walked into the living room from the kitchen carrying that fucking whisky bottle, a tiny knife, and a glass jar filled with miniscule dark brown things. The spores, I presumed, swallowing hard.

“Psh.” He sat down cross-legged beside Nua. “It won’t. You’re fae. You’re part of these woods, just like these branches and fungi.”

He passed me the whisky bottle. “Drink up.”

I reluctantly did, knowing what was coming. I looked down at my stump, hidden beneath my shirt sleeve.

“So,” Gillie said cheerfully as Nua carefully passed him the arm. “I imagine it will take a few days for you to start being able to move it. It’s nice and warm and damp in your arm, eh? So it won’t take long for the spores to flourish into mycelium and work their way into your muscle tissue and nerves. Until then, we’ll keep it secure while the branch fuses to your bone and your skin connects.”

I took another long gulp of whisky.

He chuckled, then bent his head over the arm to concentrate as he made tiny, careful cuts in the ends of the branches before inserting the spores. Nua and I watched in silence, and my stomach twisted with dread when he finally raised his head to give me a grim look.

“Ready, lad?”

I licked my lips and nodded, following Nua and Gillie up unsteadily from the floor. We were going to re-open my wound over the bath, so blood didn’t get everywhere. I took the whisky bottle with me, taking another gulp.

I felt the blood drain from my face when I saw the sharp, longish blade resting on the wooden chair in the bathroom.

“Best to get it done quick,” Gillie said as he dragged the chair over to the side of the bath and swapped the arm for the blade. “The sooner we do it, the sooner it’s over.”

I nodded again, walking to the bath on trembling legs. Nua and Gillie waited in silence while I slowly pulled off my shirt. Nua took it from me, then knelt behind me when I sat unsteadily beside the bath with my stump over the lip of the tub.

“One more gulp?” Gillie asked, nodding at the whisky bottle.

I shook my head, feeling how hard I was trembling when Nua placed gentle hands on my shoulders from behind.

“Right then.” Gillie’s throat bobbed once, betraying the nerves he was trying to hide.

He grasped my left bicep in a firm but gentle grip, flexing the fingers of his other hand around the hilt of the blade. The little fire in the room crackled, and I fixed my eyes on a flickering candle flame and let out a slow, shuddering breath to try and calm my frantically beating heart.

I howled when Gillie sliced through my stump in one clean swoop, his face tight with grim determination. It hurt so much worse this time, maybe because I’d been anticipating it.

I cried out again when he jammed the branch arm directly into the bleeding wound. Blood poured between the branches and dripped into the bath, and I was trying to thrash as Nua held me steady with firm hands.

I may have passed out for a second when I felt the central branch scrape against the edges of my humerus, shoving into the marrow. Gillie’s free hand was gripping my shoulder tight, holding it still while the other kept the branch arm locked in place.

“I’m sorry, lad,” he said, voice rough. “We’ll have to stay like this for a while.”

I panted like a wounded animal, my hand scrabbling over the floorboards before locking onto Nua’s knee and clutching it too tight. Letting out a weak sob, I tipped my head back onto his shoulder, my body trembling violently.

The hard edge of the tub was digging into my armpit, but I couldn’t move an inch. Nua kept me locked to him even though I was no longer thrashing and trying to escape the pain.

“What’s the first thing you’re going to do when your arm is up and running, Ash?” Gillie asked me, clearly trying to distract me.

I licked my dry lips, my breaths shuddering out of me as my brain struggled to even form words, let alone a coherent answer.

“M-m-make bread,” I said shakily, even though I had no idea if that was true.

Gillie laughed. “I look forward to eating it.”

“You can become ambidextrous with your dagger,” Nua said softly from behind me. “Or get something else.”

That successfully distracted me, my brain pinging with the realisation that, if this worked, I could use something better than a dagger to kill the Carlin. Something deadlier.

“I w-want a bow,” I said before I’d even realised I was going to speak.

Gillie grinned wide. “Good choice.”

“We’ll get you a bow.” Nua rubbed my shoulder.

I panted shallowly, listening to my blood drip between the branches of my new arm and into the bath.

“Th-thank you,” I rasped, my eyes filling with hot tears. “Both of you.”

I felt Nua’s cheek rest briefly against the top of my head. His voice was thick when he said, “You don’t need to thank us.”

“And you might not be feeling so magnanimous tomorrow, lad.” Gillie chuckled, still holding the branch arm tight to my wound. “This will ache like a bitch.”

I managed a wobbly smile, finally looking over at my new arm. Gillie’s hand was completely coated in my blood, but he held it steady.

“I don’t care,” I whispered. “It’s worth it.”
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Gillie was right. My new arm ached like a bitch.

I hadn’t managed to sleep at all, lying on my pallet of furs and staring up at the dark ceiling as my arm throbbed and the bone ached.

It was secured to what was left of my real arm with tight straps and a harness that dug into my shoulder blade. We’d had to sit in the bathroom for a long time until the bleeding stopped. Nua had carefully washed the blood from between the branches while Gillie strapped it up and I whimpered in pain.

Blood was still oozing from the edges of my skin, so I had a thick linen pad propping the arm up to keep my furs clean. I hadn’t realised it was possible to feel aching cramps, sharp stings and the raw rub of exposed flesh all at once, but I was experiencing it now.

On top of all that, my head was pounding from the whisky. I felt even less coordinated now than I had with my stump, so I didn’t dare risk struggling to sit up and knocking the branch arm. By the time Nua appeared from the bedroom just after dawn, my mouth was achingly dry and tasted like death.

“Oh, Ash.” He knelt beside me and carefully helped me up. My breath hitched from the pain as I leaned back against the wall.

“I’m okay,” I croaked, giving him a weak smile. “Could I have some water, please?”

“Of course.”

He passed me my cup. I took a grateful sip as Gillie shuffled into the room, yawning widely.

“How you feeling, lad?”

“Like shit.”

He grunted. “We’ll eat breakfast in here. I’ll make some toast.”

I managed to sip some tea and eat a single slice before exhaustion made me sag. Nua helped me lie back down and I finally fell into a fitful sleep.

When I woke, I could tell it was night-time. My arm ached unbearably, shooting pain throbbing through my whole body. I tried to keep quiet, but a weak cry escaped when I moved just an inch, and then Nua was there, kneeling over me, pressing a cool, damp cloth to my forehead.

He murmured soothingly to me. Gillie was pushing some leaves into my mouth and telling me to chew, saying it would help with the pain. I obeyed without hesitation, desperate for anything that would lessen the agony even a little.

I forced myself not to cry, but I wanted to weep like a little boy. It hurt. It hurt so much. I wanted my dad. I wanted Mags. I wanted to be back home in my childhood bed, listening to them pottering about in the kitchen downstairs.

Then the painful desires shifted, and I was suddenly desperate for my cottage. My bed there. I tried to distract myself with memories, even though they shouldn’t have been comforting. But my brain twisted them until I imagined someone there with me. Someone with gentle, callused hands and a low, husky voice soothing me, long hair trailing over my skin and warm lips fitting against mine.

Whoever they are, they’d look after me, I thought feverishly. I knew they would. I wanted them, but I didn’t know who they were. I didn’t know who I was thinking about every time the intense grief and longing made my chest tight. Made me absently reach up to my throat.

And it was only getting worse. Something felt wrong, and I had no idea what. I had my arm back, but it still felt like I was missing something vital.

And then I was crying. Huge, wracking sobs that made the pain stab through my arm and into my chest. I was only faintly aware of Nua trying to comfort me, long fingers pushing back my damp hair, a wet cloth cooling my heated skin.

I cried for more than my arm, more than the pain, and I couldn’t stop, even though I didn’t know why.


Chapter Eight

Lonan

I had managed to avoid going into my mother’s throne room since that night.

It had been two weeks. Two weeks since Ash had escaped. Two weeks of pain and misery and feeling like I would die with every breath. Not that I deserved anything less.

I wasn’t sure how long I would survive this, anyway. Just two weeks had felt like a lifetime.

At least my wounds had finally healed, so when my mother called for me in her throne room one afternoon, I didn’t have to worry about trying to hide my injuries from any of them.

As I made my way through the palace, I wondered if Balor was angry that I hadn’t succumbed to my wounds. We were forbidden from killing one another—we were too useful to my mother for her to allow us to tear each other to shreds—but there were ways around every vow and direct order. He hadn’t delivered a killing blow. If I had allowed my wounds to fester or not got them treated, my death would have been my doing. Not his.

But then, Balor surely wanted me alive. I didn’t know what he planned to do with his hold over me. What he planned to make me do for him. I had no idea if he was concocting something already, or if he would wait centuries to cash in on the favours. Not that I saw what he had done as a favour. I hadn’t wanted it to happen at all, but he had made sure it did.

I resisted the urge to finger the thick scar ringing my right forearm through my shirt as I approached the throne room. A nervous habit that had formed in the weeks after the injury, one that I’d quickly tried to quash when I had seen Balor watching me do it with spiteful glee one night at dinner.

Now, his eyes darted down to my left thigh to check if I was still limping as I stepped into the throne room. I could spare him only a brief glance, because my gaze quickly locked onto what was hanging directly behind my mother’s throne.

I felt the blood drain from my face as I stared at Ash’s arm, suspended from the post she had chained him up against. It had been nailed to the wood and treated with something to keep it looking fresh. His new golden skin glimmered in the cold unseelie firelight from the chandelier above.

My breath caught when I saw my ring—the one I had given him—still sitting on the hand’s middle finger.

If my mother recognised it, would she suspect that I felt more for Ash than she had thought? If she asked me directly if I loved him and ordered me to answer, I wouldn’t be able to lie. What would happen? What would she do to me?

Even as I wondered, the hollowness in my gut meant that I didn’t really care. I didn’t care what she did to me, except that if she killed me, I wouldn’t be able to keep shifting and going into the forest to try and find Ash so that I could protect him, even from a distance.

“My little blackbird,” the Carlin crowed. “Come and take your seat with your brothers. We have news from the guards to hear.”

Panic streaked through me, but I forced myself to walk calmly to my throne beside Cethlen. His head tilted as I approached, listening carefully. Balor’s blue eyes tracked me the whole way, but Bres was gazing down at his nails with a bored expression on his face.

Three guards walked into the room, the one in front removing his helmet to bow once they stood in front of the Carlin. His long silver hair slipped over his shoulder with the movement.

“What news?” she asked in a bored voice, even though her taloned fingers were gripping the arms of her throne tightly.

The guard looked nervous. “Not much I’m afraid, my queen. Just that rumours pass between the solitary Folk about a seelie fae escaping your land and into the forest. But no one has seen him since.”

“How can he have just vanished?” The Carlin seethed, her long nails biting into her palms as she clenched her hands into fists. “He is in there somewhere. He hasn’t gone to seelie land. Find him.”

“He can’t know the woods well enough to truly hide,” Cethlen said demurely, stroking his hand over his hellhound’s back. “He can’t know them at all. If he’s remaining hidden well enough to stay undetected, he will surely be in bad shape. He may already be dead from the wound Balor inflicted.”

Fear tightened my throat, making it hard to breathe. No. No, surely his brother was helping him. Surely he was keeping him safe. I had been searching for days and seen nothing of him. And I could remember hearing someone screaming at Ash to run from the forest. It had to have been the Golden Son.

He wouldn’t hurt Ash, would he? He’d been trying to help him, leaving him the notes. Giving him the book with the passage about Ash’s fae mother.

“Doesn’t the Golden Son live in the woods now?” Bres asked. My throat bobbed with a nervous swallow. “Banished from seelie land. What if he found him? What if he’s stashing him somewhere?”

The Carlin grunted. “If that is the case, that doesn’t help us at all. I searched for him for years and saw no trace of him. They are both weak little snakes, cowering from us in the dead leaves.”

I relaxed only slightly. At least they didn’t know that the Brid’s Golden Son had been leaving Ash notes to help him. Although, he wasn’t her Golden Son anymore. Now that term was used mainly among the unseelie as a snide jab at the Seelie Queen. Her own people called him the Traitor.

“Get back out there and find him,” the Carlin was snarling at the guard. “If you return without that seelie dog in tow, you will be receiving a visit from my youngest son.”

Wide, fearful eyes darted to me and away again just as fast. The guard bowed, already backing away before he turned and walked hurriedly towards the door with the other two behind him.

As soon as they had left the room, the Carlin jerked up out of her throne and slammed her staff to the floor, sending tendrils of ice creeping out in all directions.

“Useless pigs,” she snarled.

“Perhaps I could go and look for him, mother,” Balor drawled, shooting me a smirk behind our mother’s back.

“No, darling, I wouldn’t put you at risk in those miserable woods.”

Balor was mother’s favourite. He’d always been her favourite, not that it was anything to be proud of. He was the most like her of all of us, which meant he would most likely be the one to inherit the crown when she eventually died or stepped down from the throne. I was already confident that his rule would be worse.

When a new fae monarch was needed, the ruling power transferred to the most powerful in the lineage, not necessarily the eldest. But Balor certainly believed himself to be the most powerful. At the very least, he was the slyest, the most devious. Bres was an airheaded fool, and Cethlen preferred to skulk on the sidelines, listening for anything he could use for his own gain.

And I was just my mother’s assassin. Trained to kill without hesitation or emotion. Ash had been right all those months ago. It was all I did. All I had done, until I had him and my life suddenly felt less bleak.

It felt even bleaker now.

“Perhaps Lonan could search for him,” Balor said with a smirk in his voice, making me stiffen in my seat. “Fly through the trees as a little bird until he spots him.”

I had been doing exactly that, but not for the reasons they would want me to. I said nothing.

“Hm.” The Carlin looked back at me, her one eye hard and calculating. “Perhaps. Let me think on it.”

With that, she swept from the room and we all rose from our seats, Cethlen setting his dog at his feet. He and Bres walked to the wide doors, the latter already drawling about getting a drink and being sick of hearing about the seelie halfling prince.

I didn’t want to walk with them, so I waited until they’d vanished before striding to the door.

“And how has your search been going?”

Balor’s voice stopped me dead in my tracks, but I stayed silent. I heard him chuckle, and tensed when his boots echoed across the floor as he approached.

“You are racking up a list of slights against our mother, aren’t you?” He appeared in front of me, blue eyes flashing with cruel amusement. “All the carefully crafted words to try and help him figure it out. All the little gifts. All the nights spent warming his bed.” He stepped closer and bared sharp teeth at me. “If only she really knew why.”

Realising the true extent of how much he had watched us made my blood run cold, but I refused to react.

“You appear to have spent a great deal of time watching your younger brother at very inappropriate moments,” I said flatly, as though the thought of him seeing me with Ash didn’t make me feel sick. “Perhaps that is what she should be worried about.”

“What she should be worried about is the fact that you are continuing to try and help him,” he snarled. “You know, for a while I thought that perhaps it was all a game. That you were simply seeing how far you could go—if you could get the seelie dog to bend over for you. But it wasn’t, was it, Lonan? You truly want him. You truly choose him over your family. Your court.”

I stared back at him in silence. At my lack of reaction, the anger bled from his features to be replaced by a cruel, sharp smile.

“But then, that doesn’t matter anymore, does it? He hates you. Loathes you. Believes you killed his little mortal parents. If you do find him out there, what are you planning to do? Fall to your knees and beg for his forgiveness?” He snorted with derision. “As if you could sink any lower.”

I would have, again, if it could have made any difference. But Ash didn’t remember any of it anyway. He didn’t remember me.

“Whatever you are planning to do, it won’t work,” Balor hissed. “We will find him. We will bring him back, and you will have to sit here and watch our mother slice him up and eat him bit by bit.”

He gestured at Ash’s arm, nailed to the post behind the Carlin’s throne.

“Until then, at least you have a memento. Don’t think I didn’t notice that dear little ring on his finger.” He gave me a vicious, sneering grin. “The only thing you have of your father’s, isn’t that right? How precious. Shame you didn’t think to put it on the other hand.”

He turned and strode from the room, leaving me standing there frozen, vibrating with fury and grief. Once he was gone, I forced myself to turn and approach the post, my eyes getting hot at the thought of the pain Ash must have gone through. The struggle he was surely facing, out there with only one arm.

My hand was trembling when I reached up to remove the ring. I didn’t know if the Carlin would remember it, but it was too dangerous to leave here in plain sight.

But the moment I gently touched the hand, the fingers curled instantly into a tight fist as if the arm was still alive, preventing me from removing the ring. Even as it horrified me, I was filled with a pathetic desperation to cling to his severed hand. To press my lips to it, as if he would be able to feel it.

Unable to look at it any longer, I turned and strode from the throne room, through the palace and into my bedroom. The moment I was at the window, I shifted into the crow and flew to the forest, where I spent the next several hours fruitlessly searching for any sign of Ash until it got dark. It was like he had vanished into thin air the moment he crossed the treeline that night.

I was glad for it even as I fervently wished for just a glimpse of him, just so I knew he was safe. Still alive. The thought of him dying alone in the forest from his wound gutted me.

When the need to shift back grew too strong, I reluctantly flew back from the forest. But I didn’t go to the palace. I shifted into a spider at the doorstep of Ash’s cottage and crawled under the door before returning to my true form.

It was so still. And cold. It felt wrong to be here without him, but I needed it.

I walked slowly into the living room and stood there in the dark. I didn’t dare light the fire or any candles. I didn’t know if any of my mother’s guards were watching the cottage, or if Balor was.

I had been doing this every night since I’d healed. Coming here. Sleeping here, because it made me feel closer to him, even though this little cottage felt empty without him in it. Without his warmth and laughter and sweet smiles, and the kisses he’d so readily bestowed on me, as if I was worthy of any of them.

The first night I had come here, I’d found the potion he’d made on his bedside. In the kitchen I’d found his notebook, stowed in a basket with the candle I had given him, a collection of ingredients and his dagger. I’d opened the notebook to find the last potion he had copied out, tracing my fingertips over his messy handwriting, my chest aching.

When I’d realised what it was, I’d let out a weak sob. He’d been so close. This could have worked. He’d been so close to shedding his mortal skin on his own, here, where he was safer—where he would have been able to escape into the forest.

I’d spent that night clutching the little jar with the potion inside and crying on the floor beside his bed until I’d exhausted myself. I hadn’t cried since I was a boy, but now I couldn’t stop. It was as though allowing myself to love him had cracked open the cold shell I’d built up over myself since I was a child, and now everything was pouring out of me in an unstoppable torrent, leaving me empty and hollow.

If only I had come that night. If only I’d known he was going to do this. I could have hidden him somewhere safe until it was ready.

I could have gone with him, into the forest. We could have been together.

Instead, I had been desperately trying to delay my mother. To convince her not to act yet, to wait a bit longer, managing to scrape out that I thought he was close to doing it on his own. But she had sent Balor to retrieve Ash from his cottage anyway, and if I had followed to stop him, I didn’t know what she would have done. I didn’t know what she would have forced me to do if she’d known what he meant to me.

I couldn’t wear the acorn necklace he’d given me around the palace. It would have brought questions that I dreaded, that could have put him in even more danger. I’d seen his eyes dart to my throat that awful night. I’d seen the pain in them when he realised I wasn’t wearing it.

My insides had felt like they were dying as I was forced to stand there and listen to my mother taunt him. See him chained up and shivering uncontrollably, unable to do anything to help.

I’d seen the utter misery on his face when Balor had made it seem like I’d been playing my own game with him, making him love me for my amusement. Complete betrayal had crumpled his features when my mother laughed and asked how he could have ever thought that her son could truly want him.

I’d seen the burning hatred in his eyes when she had told him that I killed his parents.

The grief threatened to choke me as I stood in the dark, silent living room of the cottage. I had lost him. The only thing I cared about. All I had left were the memories—ones he no longer shared—and the ghost of him in this place.

I knew I should stop coming here, but I couldn’t, even though it achieved nothing. It wouldn’t bring him back. It wouldn’t break his vow. Nothing would break his vow. There was nothing I could do to make him remember me, to give myself a chance to explain. Not that I deserved it. I deserved nothing from him. I should never have touched him, never come here as the wolf or the cat to comfort him. I should have left him alone aside from helping him in the meagre ways I could.

But I’d been weak. I’d wanted him too much. I could hardly remember that first night I had touched him, under that tree in the dark. I had been frantic, desperate for him, terrified at first as I’d fallen to my knees in front of him, before the heavy throb of want had drowned everything else out.

I’d tried to stay away after that. Tried to stop thinking of him constantly, which had been impossible, because I had been forced to watch him for my mother. I had grown pathetically jealous when I’d seen him that day walking into the village with that gancanagh prick. When I’d seen that sly, conniving fae wrap his arm around Ash’s shoulders and ask him to go for a drink as I’d watched from that same tree as a blackbird.

I’d followed them. I’d watched the gancanagh touch his arm as they sat down to eat on a little bench in the village. Murmur words to him, no doubt trying once again to worm his way into Ash’s bed. It had taken everything in me not to fly at him and cut off his fucking hands. I’d refrained only because Ash thought of him as a friend, and he already had so little here.

But I couldn’t stop myself from marching up and demanding that I walk Ash home. I’d needed to get him away from that fae. I’d needed to get him away from all of them, back to his cottage where he was marginally safer.

I hadn’t intended to kiss him. I hadn’t intended to stumble my way inside and wrap my mouth around him again, my chest tight with desperation to just be with him. To touch him. Taste him. Gorge myself on him while I had this second chance.

I’d fully intended to stay away again after that. But I couldn’t. I wanted him too much. Craved him too badly.

I reached up and rubbed at my face roughly, still standing in the cold darkness of the cottage living room. I knew I shouldn’t have spent another night here, but I found myself dragging my feet to the bedroom and stripping down to pull on Ash’s old, threadbare shorts once again.

I slipped under the sheets that no longer smelled of him. If I pressed my face against the pillow, I could only faintly detect the scent of lavender and rosemary. Of his sleep-warmed skin and soft hair. I breathed it in anyway, curling my fingers around the warm acorn at my throat.

Lying in his bed just made me think of all the nights I had spent here with him, pressed up against him with nothing between us. Inside him. A pulse of aching want warred with the hollowness inside me. I felt empty, so I tried to gorge myself on memories of him.

His long limbs and smooth, hot skin tanned and golden against my own pale colouring even before his mortal skin had shed. His beautiful golden-green eyes had always been so open and honest. He had given himself to me entirely, been so free with his body, and I deserved none of it. I wasn’t worthy to have breathed the same air as him, let alone touched him.

That didn’t stop the memories stampeding through my brain as I lay there in his bed, shivering until the heat of my thoughts chased away the cold and made my blood stir. The taste of him. The feel of his tongue on me. The hardness of his cock in my hand and mouth and pressed up against me when I was so deep inside him. His lips against mine while I clutched desperately at his hair, my fingers buried in the soft curls.

I wanted him just as fiercely now as I had before I’d ever even touched him. More so, because now I knew what it felt like. To be with him. To lie with him with nothing between us. To let myself be that vulnerable with someone, because it could have only ever been with him.

My cock pulsed insistently within Ash’s shorts, and I felt ashamed as I slipped my trembling hand under the material to grasp it. The shame grew as I stood up on unsteady legs and walked into the living room to retrieve the big bottle of rosemary-scented oil I had given him, now only half full.

I returned to the bed and pulled the shorts down, but not off, because I wanted to feel them against my skin. My cock throbbed harder as I slicked my hand, the rosemary scent bringing even more memories of him to the surface.

I fisted my cock and stroked, my other hand still clutching the acorn at my throat, squeezing it too tight, soaking up every bit of warmth that came from Ash’s fire within it. I shuddered as my thumb brushed over the head of my cock and spread the fluid leaking there. Squeezing my eyes shut, I pictured Ash over me. His teasing smile, his hazel eyes flashing with lust as he stroked me with long fingers. Warm lips and tongue trailing down my stomach, over my hip. The heat of them stinging the head of my cock before he sucked me in, moaning around my length.

I gasped, my hips straining as my cock spurted in release and splashed over my chest and stomach. The tender skin of my thigh pulled as I shook from the fleeting moments of pleasure before the hollowness returned, chasing away any warmth before my cock had even stopped pulsing.

Shame filled me again as I lay there panting, staring up at the dark ceiling. I shouldn’t have even let myself think of him that way. I shouldn’t have given myself these brief moments of pleasure to try and chase away the pain.

I didn’t deserve them. I didn’t deserve even my memories of him, but they were all I had left.


Chapter Nine

Ash

“I’ve waited long enough,” I told Nua and Gillie as I joined them in the kitchen one morning. “I’m going to get my stuff.”

It had been three weeks since my new arm was attached. It felt like part of me now, like it had always been there. I could grip and hold things without any issues, and I could even feel sensations with my fingers thanks to the fungi attached to my nervous system, which I tried very hard not to think about.

Nua and Gillie had gotten me a simple dark wooden bow and a brown leather quiver filled with arrows. In these three weeks, I had become shockingly proficient with it. It was like my new arm already knew what to do. When I was practising, it pulled my bow from my back before my brain had even registered that I was going to move. My fae eyes were sharp, my aim somehow impeccable. It was like I’d always been meant to use it.

I’d even taken down some rabbits for Gillie to cook for our dinner. I’d cried when I shot the first one, but at least its death had been clean and instantaneous.

I still practised with my dagger. And I felt confident that I could defend myself if any unseelie Folk were lurking around my old cottage, even though I was sure that it would have just been abandoned. They hadn’t cared about it when I was in it. Why would they care about it now it was empty? To them, I’d been the only thing of value in there. They’d left Briordan’s stuff to rot—even Caom and Idony had, who’d known him.

“Ash,” Nua began worriedly, darting a look at Gillie. “Do you really need your things from there? We can—”

“Yes,” I interrupted in a hard voice. “I do. They’re mine. I want them.”

Gillie nodded, ladling tea into a mug. “Fair enough. But seelie and unseelie usually can’t just walk onto each other’s land, lad. You might not even be able to cross over the treeline.”

I clenched my jaw and gestured at my neck. “She tethered me to her land before. Even though it’s been broken, maybe it means I can still get onto it.”

Gillie nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe.”

“I’m going to try, anyway.” I sat down at the table and twisted my shirt in my hands. “I’ll go when it’s dark. I’ll be careful.”

I was incredibly nervous. Not just because I would potentially be sneaking back onto unseelie land—which was dangerous and undoubtedly stupid—but because it would be my first time travelling alone in the forest. I’d been outside to practise shooting, but I’d never gone far.

“Will I be able to find the house when I’m coming back?” I asked nervously.

Gillie chuckled. “It’s a sidhe, not a house, lad. An earth mound. Most forest Folk live in them.”

“I can come with you,” Nua said hurriedly. “I won’t be able to go onto unseelie land, but I can—”

“No.” I smiled at him to take the sting out. “Thank you, but I want to do it on my own. I can’t just hide here forever. I need to get used to the forest and… being on my own.”

Nua pursed his lips and shot Gillie a worried glance, but the silver-eyed fae was nodding in agreement as he joined us at the table.

“Ash is right, my love. He’s healed now, and damn good with his bow. He’ll be alright.” He looked at me with a grin. “Now you’ve been here, you’ll be able to find your way back. We have many charms on this place to keep it hidden, but there are a few things you can spot to make sure you’re in the right place.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Are they mushrooms?”

Gillie chuckled. “How did you know?”

“You’ll wait ‘til it’s dark though?” Nua asked anxiously. “I can show you the path I took to leave your notes. But you’ll still have to be wary of the Carlin’s guards. And if you spot any of them near your old cottage, don’t risk it. Please, Ash.”

“I won’t.” I picked up the mug Gillie had set in front of me. “I’ll be careful. And I doubt there’ll be anyone near it. No one ever went there when I was in it, and they’d never think I’d be dumb enough to go back.”

Gillie laughed as Nua raised a brow at me.
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I tried to hide how nervous I was as I waved at Nua and Gillie, a big empty cloth bag slung over my shoulder next to my bow.

I paid careful attention to the mushroom markers Gillie had told me about, so I’d be able to find my way back. The cluster of orange peel fungus on the ground. The six perfectly formed fly amanita beside a rotting log, their white-spotted red caps big and curved.

I already recognised the smooth domes of the pale death caps. He’d told me all about them when I was a kid. And there was the enormous white puffball at the base of a tree. It was bigger than my head.

My breaths were quick and shallow as I walked quietly between the trees. I knew the immediate danger was the Carlin’s guards, but I couldn’t help but wonder if any other solitary Folk would be lurking nearby. Nua had told me that many lived in clusters near the market, but the ones who chose to live this far out didn’t like to be disturbed, and were rarely seen.

Still. I wondered what they were like. A picture of that big deer-faced unseelie fae came to mind. He’d scared me, even though he’d never done anything violent in my presence. He was just… totally inhuman.

The forest was completely still and unnervingly quiet as I followed the path Nua had told me about. When the edge of unseelie land came into view, my heart leapt into my throat. I followed the treeline until my cottage appeared, and I stopped dead.

I didn’t really know why my eyes grew hot as I stared at it. I’d hated it there, hadn’t I? Surely? But it felt like I… hadn’t. It felt like I’d been happy there. I missed it. I missed how simple everything was before I’d been chained up and made full fae and had my fucking arm cut off.

I stayed in the forest until I was directly behind the cottage. There were no guards at all. It was completely still and quiet and I could see the Carlin’s palace rising in the distance, some of its windows winking with firelight.

I raised my fingers to the spot beneath my ear. It was no longer cold from the Carlin’s cut. Did that mean I wouldn’t be able to cross over onto unseelie land? Would it reject me violently like the forest had before? I still remembered the intense pain.

Letting out a shaky breath, I took a small step forward. Then another. When I stepped out of the forest, I froze up and waited.

Nothing. I couldn’t help but grin as I crept towards my cottage. When I heard a soft clucking coming from inside the coop, my throat closed up. The hens were still alive. How? Who was keeping them alive? I looked around warily, fingers twitching beside my dagger.

I silently crept to the kitchen window and peered in. It was dark inside and didn’t look any different to how I’d left it that night after making my potion outside in the snow. I could see the basket of stuff still on the sideboard—my candle, my notebook, the ingredients.

I snuck round to the front door of the cottage and eased it open as slowly as possible. Still no sound from anywhere around me. Relaxing just a little once I was inside and the door was shut behind me, I crept cautiously into the living room.

It still smelled faintly of wood and smoke. Of my lavender soap and rosemary oil. The tub was in its usual spot to the side of the fire, and the stack of my books was still in front of the old bookcase. I stood there, frozen for a long moment as a strange, intense yearning tightened my chest. Why was I missing this place?

I stared at the rug, remembering sitting on it in front of the lit fire. Alone. But… happy? It felt like I’d been happy, which I didn’t understand.

The memories were making me tense, so I quickly walked towards the kitchen to start gathering my stuff. I couldn’t be here long. I had no idea if the fact that I had stepped foot on unseelie land meant the Carlin could sense me here. I didn’t want to wait around to find out.

As I reached the doorway to the kitchen, the faintest whisper of movement pricked my ears. My branch arm was already whipping my bow off my back before I’d even spun round, and I aimed my arrow directly at the face of the black-haired, black-eyed fae who appeared in the bedroom doorway.

He was gripping his own long blade, his posture tense and ready to strike, but the moment he saw me, his breath shuddered out of him and the sword clattered to the floor.

“Ash.”


Chapter Ten

Ash

I narrowed my eyes at him, not lowering my bow and arrow even an inch. I stayed silent at first, even though I wanted to ask who he was, and why he was in here, and how he knew my name.

And why the fuck he was wearing my old shorts.

Rage made me grit my teeth. Fucking unseelie fae, thinking he could just move in here and take my stuff?

“If you move, I’ll kill you,” I told him with far more confidence than I actually felt, darting my gaze quickly down to the blade at his bare feet. I tried to ignore how hard my heart was pounding against my ribcage.

He didn’t appear to even be listening. He was shaking, his throat bobbing repeatedly as he stared at me with big, endless black eyes that glistened in the dark.

“Y-you… you…” He swallowed, his eyes darting to my new arm, the spindly branch hand visible as it gripped my bow. “Y-your arm.”

I eyed him suspiciously. What did he know? Did he know my arm had been cut off? Who the fuck was he?

“I’m just here to get my stuff,” I said tightly, still aiming my arrow directly at his face, even though my flesh-and-blood arm was starting to shake from the strain of keeping my bowstring pulled taut. “And then I’ll leave. Don’t move and I won’t hurt you.”

Part of me wanted to anyway, just because he was unseelie. But I didn’t like that side of me. It felt too fae. Too cruel and cold, so I tamped the urge down.

And the fae hadn’t moved an inch, except for the way his half-naked body was trembling wildly. I silently berated myself when my eyes drifted down his frame, but I couldn’t help it, despite how tense and afraid I was.

He was mind-blowingly beautiful. I’d seen plenty of beautiful Folk over my time here before, so it shouldn’t have affected me, but it… did. He was distracting me just by standing there. His features were fae-sharp, but his eyes were so big and soft, the black of them seeming to suck me in. His hair was inky and sweetly mussed on one side, as if I’d disturbed him sleeping. I could see the pointed tip of an ear peeking through the strands.

His body was long and lean, and there was a tiny metal acorn nestled in the hollow of his throat that paused my perusal momentarily. I remembered seeing that for sale in the village. I remembered wanting to buy it, but I didn’t know why. And I had no idea why the sight of it made my throat close up.

My gaze caught on a thick scar that ringed the fae’s right forearm, my brows twitching with confusion when it looked familiar. And then heat rushed through me, startling me and pissing me off all at once, when my eyes shifted and I saw the faint valleys of muscle pointing to the waistband of his shorts—my shorts—and just a hint of jet-black hair as they hung too low on his narrow hips.

What the fuck are you doing? I shouted at myself in my head, refocusing my gaze on his face and steadying my arms again. My flesh-and-bone arm was screaming with pain, but I kept the bow and arrow up.

“Ash, please—” The fae took a halting step forwards, and my fingers almost released the string to shoot him.

“Don’t fucking move,” I barked, and he stopped dead.

His throat bobbed again, and I stared in bewildered suspicion as a tear dripped onto his cheek.

“I—I won’t move. I promise.”

I jolted at that, wondering why this unseelie fae was so readily giving me promises. Maybe he was just a fucking idiot.

My eyes darted about wildly, and I jerked my chin at the bedroom behind him.

“Back up to the bedroom wall,” I snapped, because I knew there was nothing nearby that he could grab as a weapon.

He did it readily, still watching me with his intense black eyes as tears silently fell from them. What the hell was wrong with him? I followed him in, kicking his discarded blade to the side until it disappeared by the front door. I kept my arrow trained on his face until his back was to the wall beside the tiny window.

I gritted my teeth when I realised I’d have to lower my bow to grab anything. The big canvas bag from Gillie was slung over my shoulder, and my dagger was in its sheath on my hip.

“If you move, I’ll kill you,” I told the fae again, quickly swinging my bow onto my back and clutching the arrow in my fist to use as a weapon in case he lashed out. I fumbled for the dagger on my hip, swapping it for the arrow in my dominant hand.

I didn’t take my eyes off him as I opened the chest of drawers and shoved my clothes into my bag. I looked away only briefly when my fingers caught on something sharp, making me hiss. I glanced down to see two crowns nestled in the drawer beside my clothes, one made of oak leaves and one of holly. I blinked. I remembered the oak crown, but I had no idea why the other one was there.

Leaving them and looking back at the silent fae quickly, I crouched and blindly felt under the mattress for all the notes from Nua I’d stashed there. I didn’t need them, but I wanted them, especially in case this fae started snooping around after I left.

From the corner of my eye, I could see that the bed had been slept in. The sheets were rumpled, and there were black clothes dumped in a pile on the floor. As well as two more long blades and a sheathed dagger that looked faintly familiar.

I clenched my jaw and straightened up, staring at the fae. “Get in the living room.”

He nodded quickly and walked ahead of me, his breath hitching as he continued to cry silently, which confused me even more. But I didn’t let myself get distracted by him again.

“Sit down.” I shoved him towards the armchair, waiting until he hesitantly sat before grabbing as much as I could while glancing at him every other second.

My books. My huge white fur throw. The bag of coins that I knew was stashed in the big trunk in the corner, even though I couldn’t remember where I’d gotten them. I took the satchel that I’d commandeered for good measure, figuring I might need it.

“Kitchen,” I said in a hard voice, waiting with my dagger clutched in my fist as the fae slowly rose from the armchair and padded barefoot through the doorway. “Get over by the table and don’t move.”

He did as I said, silently watching me as I quickly grabbed my notebook, my pen, a velvet bag that I knew had seeds in it, my candle and original dagger, which I tucked into the empty sheath at my hip before stuffing everything else in my bag. The pewter cauldron weighed it down heavily when I slipped it in, but I wasn’t leaving without it. It was mine. I wasn’t going to let this random unseelie fae just use all my shit because he’d decided to squat in my old cottage.

“Why the fuck are you wearing my shorts?” I grated once my bag was full.

I didn’t know why I wasn’t just leaving. I stared at the fae hard, and a faint flush stained his cheeks when he glanced down, making my chest ache for a bewildering moment.

“I—I—” His face was stricken when he looked at me. “I’m sorry.”

“Why are you here? This place was empty for a century before the Carlin put me here.”

What the fuck was I doing? Why wasn’t I just leaving while this fae was docile and letting me do what I wanted? He had four blades with him, so he surely had to be at least somewhat dangerous. He wouldn’t have four if he didn’t know how to use them. Not that he had any of them on him now, but he was probably fast. He looked fast. And strong, his body rangy and lightly muscled.

When another bewildering rush of intense longing and arousal streaked through me, I gritted my teeth in anger and tightened my grip on my dagger. “Answer me.”

“I—I just… wanted to sleep here,” he told me, his voice tight with misery.

My eyes flicked down his frame again. Was he homeless? I hadn’t heard of any homeless Folk while I’d been here. And he looked clean and well-fed, not like he was starving and sleeping out in the cold.

“I haven’t touched any of your things,” he said hoarsely. “I promise.”

Another promise. It just made me more mistrustful, despite my strange reactions to him. Still gripping my dagger, I shrugged my shoulder to shift the bag handles up higher as the weight of my stuff dragged the bag down. The action tugged on the neckline of my shirt, and I tensed up when the fae’s black eyes darted down to my throat.

He let out a shuddering breath.

“You—you’re still wearing it.” Fragile hope bloomed in his voice, and his eyes were glistening again when he raised them to meet mine. “Do you recognise me at all?”

What? I frowned hard at him, still furious at myself for not just fucking leaving. Why was I standing here talking to him? Was it just because this had been my cottage, and I’d formed some weird attachment to it even though I hadn’t been here out of choice? Even though I’d just sat in here alone, day after day?

“No, I don’t,” I snapped. “I don’t recognise you. Why? Who are you?”

“Lonan,” he whispered and went to take a step forward, but stopped when I tensed up.

“I don’t kn—” My throat closed up, and I felt the familiar rush of panic that still happened every time.

Why was my body reacting like I was about to tell a lie? I didn’t know this fae. I’d never seen him before.

“You do know me, Ash.” His voice hitched as he started crying again. “P-please. Please remember me.”

Confusion was making me tense and angry. I took a step towards the door, still holding my dagger out.

“I’m leaving. I won’t be back, so feel free to keep squatting here if you really want.” I glanced down at the shorts again, refusing to get distracted by his body. “You’re welcome to the shorts,” I added with a sneer, trying to hide the panicked confusion making my stomach jittery.

I backed out of the kitchen, watching him closely to make sure he didn’t move. Why was my chest aching at the sight of him crying? Why did my eyes keep dropping to his mouth and that acorn necklace at his throat?

Once I was in the living room, I turned to run for the front door. But then I heard his low, husky voice behind me, thick with tears and misery.

“No, p-please—wait.”

For some reason that I couldn’t explain, I did.


Chapter Eleven

Lonan

He’d actually stopped.

I couldn’t believe it, and panic made my throat close up as he spun round to face me again, still brandishing his dagger.

But not because I was worried about him hurting me. If he did, I would let him. I wouldn’t fight back. I couldn’t hurt him. And he deserved to hurt me. If he remembered me, he’d want to. He’d want to kill me.

“What?” he gritted out, but I could see the hint of fear in his eyes. The confusion.

“I… I…” I didn’t even know what I wanted to say to him. He didn’t remember me, so it was pointless to apologise. To try and explain. But I wanted to. And he deserved it, even if he didn’t understand why I was saying it.

Despite the pain of seeing him, of him not recognising me at all, intense relief chased away some of the hollowness in my stomach. He was here. He was alive, and he was healthy. He had a strange new arm, and he had wielded his bow and arrow expertly. Tender pride suffused me. He was so strong. Even after everything, he hadn’t backed down. He hadn’t let my mother win.

“What are you trying to do?” he barked when I didn’t speak, gaze darting around as if he thought someone might leap from the shadows. “What the fuck do you want?”

My heart was pounding, chest rising fast with my panicked breaths and the overwhelming sense of urgency to say something to him. To say everything to him.

“I love you,” I blurted, and even when he froze in shock, the words kept pouring from me in an unstoppable rush. “I miss you so much it feels like I’m dying. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for all of it, but it wasn’t a game, Ash. None of what we had was a game. It was real.”

I forced myself not to step closer to him even as my body strained to. I wanted to feel his warmth, to breathe in his scent. But I wasn’t allowed. I didn’t deserve to.

“I would give anything for you to remember me, Ash,” I told him unsteadily. “Anything. Everything. There is so much I wish I’d done differently. I should have tried harder. I should have—I tried to stop it. I tried to help you. I tried, Ash.”

“T-tried what.” His mouth trembled, and his green-gold eyes were bright but hard as he stared at me. “Why are you saying you love me? Who are you? What are you sorry for? Is this a trick?”

“It’s not a trick,” I rushed out. “It’s not a trick. It’s not a game.”

“Who the fuck are you?” His mouth trembled again before he clenched his jaw to stop it. “Why are you saying this?”

“Because I might never get another chance to,” I told him hoarsely. “You can’t come back here. It’s not safe. They’re looking for you, Ash. In the forest. You must remain hidden.”

He stiffened at that, his fingers clenching his dagger tighter. “You mean the Carlin? She’s looking for me?”

I nodded, clenching my fingers in the soft fabric of his shorts to stop myself from reaching for him in desperation. “Wherever you have been hiding, stay there.”

“Why are you telling me this? You’re unseelie. She’s your ruler.”

I swallowed hard and clenched my jaw. “I hate her.”

His tense muscles relaxed infinitesimally at that, because he knew the Folk couldn’t lie. He couldn’t lie now, either.

“And I love you,” I couldn’t help but add, even though it made him tense back up.

Now I’d said the words, I wanted to keep saying them. To keep telling him, to say it for every time that he’d said it to me and my throat had closed up with panic before I could get the words out. I hadn’t felt worthy of it. I’d felt like a fraud. A snake, desperately soaking up his love and affection while I could, knowing what my mother had planned for him and being unable to tell him anything.

“Stop saying that,” he gritted out. “How can you love me? You don’t kn—”

I saw the panic flare in his eyes again when he couldn’t get the words out, and my insides crumpled. My poor Ash.

Would he remember any of this?

“I just wanted to tell you,” I whispered, knowing it wouldn’t make any sense to him. “Just once.”

He was silent for a long time, and I could feel him struggling to understand why I was saying any of this. Eventually, he rasped, “If you’re trying to trick me, it won’t work. I’m leaving.”

Panic made my arms jerk, desperately wanting to reach out and stop him. I refrained, mainly because the longer he stayed here, the more danger he was in. He had to leave.

I nodded once. “You must go. Don’t come back. Stay hidden.”

But he still didn’t move.

I took the opportunity to desperately drink him in. I hadn’t truly taken in his new fae body that awful night, too frantic to make him believe me. Too overwhelmed with worry for him and fear that everything was falling apart around me

He’d always been beautiful, and he still was. He didn’t look all that different to me. His skin had already been tanned, but now it shimmered faintly gold. His features were sharper, his ears sweetly pointed. His eyes were bigger and brighter now, a deep green that shifted to gold in the weak moonlight reaching us from the tiny window in the bedroom. Just like the dagger he’d given me.

His hair had grown more in the weeks he’d been gone, but it was still a wild mop of curls that made my fingers flex with the aching desire to bury them in it, to feel its softness and hold him to me. His body was still perfect, tall and long-limbed beneath the simple clothes he wore.

If I thought it would do any good, I would have fallen to my knees and begged him once again to forgive me. I’d promise him anything. I’d do anything he wanted. I still would, even though I would remain a stranger to him for the rest of his life.

“Are you the one looking after the hens?” he suddenly blurted.

I froze in surprise, then slowly nodded.

His jaw ticked. “Keep doing it. Keep them alive. They don’t deserve to die just because I’m gone.”

“I will,” I said quickly. “I promise.”

That just made him narrow his eyes at me in suspicion, and then he was backing up towards the front door.

My chin trembled as I silently watched him leave. After standing in the empty cottage for a few seconds, struggling not to break down entirely, I padded to the door and eased it open. Then I shifted into the crow so I could follow him and make sure he made it back safely.


Chapter Twelve

Ash

“Are you alright?” Nua asked the moment I stepped inside the sidhe. He rushed up and took the bag from me, big green eyes darting frantically over my frame. “Did anything happen? Did anyone see you?”

I shook my head and couldn’t help but grin at him, feeling flushed and happier than I’d realised I would at getting my stuff back.

“It was all fine. I went in there, grabbed my stuff and left. It was empty. Didn’t spot anyone at all.”

Nua sagged in relief. “So you could get onto unseelie land alright?”

“Yeah.” I closed the door behind me and pulled off my bow and quiver. “Why do you think that is?”

“Well, she tied you to her land before.” Nua’s head cocked, green hair shifting in a wave. “The tie is broken now, but I think she irrevocably linked you to her land by doing that. Almost like… it recognises a part of you as unseelie.”

I shuddered at the thought of being linked to the Carlin in any way whatsoever. I went to say as much to Nua, but I noticed his eyes dart down to my throat, his gaze growing wary. Brows twitching, I reached up to see what he was looking at, but then Gillie appeared in the kitchen doorway, wiping his hands on a linen cloth.

“You’re back.” He shot me a big grin. “Get anything good?”

My hand dropped. I nodded, grinning widely as I took the bag back from Nua and carried it over to my pallet. “Got everything I wanted.”

“Any good books?” Gillie walked over and thumped down beside me, peering into the bag.

I nodded, pulling out my precious Advanced Drachmsmith one first, with its deep burgundy cover and copper trim. I remembered eyeing it up in the bookshop in the village for months, and I knew I’d had it in the cottage, so I must have mustered up the courage to buy it at some point.

Gillie whistled, carefully taking it from me. “Well, well.”

I laughed, pulling out the rest of my books and stacking them beside my bed. I tucked my pewter potioncraft cauldron and drachmsmith candle in the corner, then neatly set my notebook and fountain pen on the floor beside my pillow.

“Fuck, I forgot to grab ink.”

Gillie waved a lazy hand, the Advanced Drachmsmith book open on the floor in front of him. He didn’t even look up from it. “We have some.”

“Okay, thanks.” I heaved out the huge white fur throw, and Nua made a soft sound of surprise as he joined us.

“That’s beautiful.”

I smiled at him, handing it over so he could feel it.

“Yeah. I think it was already at the cottage. I didn’t buy it.” I hesitated, watching Nua run long, spindly fingers reverently through the thick fur. “Do you want it?”

He immediately shook his head, looking up to smile at me. “It’s yours.”

I couldn’t help but feel relieved, even though I felt guilty that they were feeding me and letting me stay here. They’d given me clothes and so much else. They’d given me a new arm, for fuck’s sake. I hadn’t wanted to owe them anything, but I already owed them so much, and they never mentioned it at all.

My throat closed up with emotion, and I looked down as I pulled my clothes out of the bag.

“Thank you for everything you’ve done for me,” I said hoarsely, sensing Gillie go still beside me. “I’m sorry I was such a bastard at first.”

“Ash.” Nua reached out and clasped my fingers in his. “You weren’t. And we understood. You don’t have to thank us for any of it.”

“Our pleasure, lad.” Gillie clapped me on the shoulder, then jerked me closer to throw his arm around my neck, making me grin through the embarrassment. “And don’t think I won’t be borrowing these books.”

I laughed. “That’s fine.”

“And maybe that fancy cauldron you’ve got there.” He nodded at it. “Whoever lived in that cottage before you had expensive taste, eh?”

I grinned and shrugged. “I guess. Mine now, though.”

He burst out laughing. “Too right. It’s the least those unseelie bastards can do.”

I gathered all the crumpled notes in the bag, smoothing them out and tucking them inside my notebook. When I pulled out the bag of coins, I held it out to Nua. “Here.”

“What’s this?” He hesitantly took it, then his eyes widened when he heard the jangle of coins.

“My rent.” I smiled at him.

His eyes bulged when he opened the bag and peered into it. “Ash, this is—”

“I don’t need it,” I interrupted. “Seriously. I don’t need it or want it. Please take it.”

He shook his head. “Ash, this is so much money. Where did you get it?”

I just shrugged, grinning when Gillie leaned forward to peer in and choked on a breath.

“What the fuck, lad?”

I laughed. It felt like I hadn’t laughed this much in months. “It’s yours.”
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I woke up the next morning filled with determination and confidence that I could navigate my new life. My new world. I’d snuck back onto unseelie land right under the Carlin’s nose and taken my stuff, for god’s sake. Fuck her and her sons. I wasn’t going to let them make me hide in fear for the rest of my life.

When I joined Nua and Gillie in the kitchen after getting dressed, I helped them make breakfast and didn’t speak up until we were sitting down to eat.

“I want to find Ogma today. Get my second name.”

Gillie’s brows jerked up in surprise as he cut into his fried egg. “Really?”

I nodded, gulping down some coffee before licking my lips. “I want to get it done. I’ll feel safer.”

Even Nua nodded in agreement, and he was usually the most cautious. “It’s a good idea. If the Carlin’s guards are still looking for you, word may travel back to the seelie court.”

I looked at Gillie. “So how do I do it? You… you mentioned magic mushrooms before, right?”

My apprehensive tone made him laugh.

“That’s right.” He reached over to tap lightly at my temple. “You’re going to unlock a special place in that big brain that will let you see her.”

I flushed. “But… so… how will I know what’s real and what’s just a hallucination? They make you hallucinate, right?”

He shook his head. “Nothing you see will be a hallucination. They don’t affect us in the same way as mortals.” He paused with his toast lifted halfway to his mouth. “You will see some strange stuff, besides Ogma. But it will all be real.”

Shit, that sounded more terrifying than hallucinations.

“Like what?” I asked apprehensively.

Gillie gave a little shrug. “Just other creatures that you normally can’t see. They’ll leave you alone, though. And you won’t even actually see Ogma. She stays in her little hut. You’ll whisper your new name to her through the opening.”

“Okay, so tell me what I have to do,” I said firmly, wolfing down my breakfast in case I would need my strength for whatever it was.

“I’ll give you the mushrooms. You go outside and take them. And then…” He shrugged. “They’ll guide you to her.”

I stared at him. “What? How?”

“They just will.” He chuckled. “This is the method my family has used for millennia, Ash. Don’t worry. It’ll work.”

I decided to trust him. “Alright, so… what do I do when I find her?”

“You pick a second name, and you tell her your new name in full. She’ll record it in her book.”

I paled. “Wait, but… I don’t even know my fae name. Am I meant to know all of it?”

“Ogma will know,” Nua said. “She’ll greet you by it when you get there.”

That was a weird thought. Some unseen creature in the woods already knew my fae name—which I didn’t even know—and would somehow recognise me on sight.

“Okay, so…” I twisted my hands nervously in my shirt, faintly feeling the soft fabric against my branch fingers. “Do I have to do it alone? You can’t come with me?”

“No, no one can go with you. And no one will be able to follow you.”

That made me feel a little better. Until Gillie added, “Of course, you will be stumbling round the forest completely out of it until you find her. So you’ll have to be a bit careful.”

“Wh-what?” I stared at him as panic rose. “But… how am I meant to be careful when I’m out of it on mushrooms?”

He chuckled. “You’ll be alright, lad.”

But Nua looked worried. Then again, Nua often looked worried.

“Take your bow,” he said. “Your arm will react if you’re in danger.”

I nodded, trying to mask the nerves swirling in my belly as I gulped my coffee.

“What about the Carlin’s guards?” I couldn’t help but ask fearfully. “What if they find me?”

Nua’s mouth flattened into a grim line. “We can’t come with you or follow you to her, but we’ll stick close for as long as we can in case any of them are lurking nearby. None of them have even come close to this part of the forest, anyway. They’re looking for you in the busier areas. Near the market.”

“Okay.” I gave him a small smile. “Thank you.”

“I’ll feel better when you’ve done it too,” Nua admitted, crunching on his toast. “And if the Brid ever does find you, she’ll have no idea. She’ll probably assume that you didn’t know about Ogma. You’ll have an edge.”

I nodded and said, “That’s true,” even though I didn’t particularly want to ever meet the Brid. My fae mother.

Although the thought of her did make me curious. The Seelie Queen who’d wanted me dead as a boy. The woman that the Carlin so vehemently despised.

What would she say if she saw me now? Would she be pleased that I was full fae?

Did she ever think about me?

I hated that I wondered that, even for a second. Who cared? She’d wanted me dead. She left me on my father’s doorstep as a newborn, according to the Carlin. I didn’t need anything from her.

“So can I do it today?” I asked. “Do you have the mushrooms?”

“Do I have the mushrooms,” Gillie repeated in exasperation. “Of course I have the mushrooms, lad. If you feel ready, you can set off after breakfast.”

I was incredibly nervous as we finished our breakfast and cleared up. I’d smoked weed at uni, but that was it. And knowing that anything I did see would be real—not a hallucination—was even more scary, even though Gillie had told me any weird creatures I saw would leave me alone.

Nua watched, twisting his shirt in his hands anxiously, as I strapped on my bow and quiver and tucked my dagger into its sheath on my hip. I chose the one he had originally given me as a boy.

“Do I—um, should I take anything else?” I asked nervously as Gillie came into the room carrying a little wooden bowl and a leather skin.

“Some tea,” he said, holding the skin out. “To clear your head after you’ve found her.”

I took it and slung it over my shoulder, then stared in apprehension at the little bowl he held out, three small, wrinkled brown mushrooms nestled inside it.

“D-do I eat all three?” I asked as I hesitantly took it.

“Yep,” he said cheerfully, slapping me on the back and leading me to the door. “Don’t worry. Just try not to panic when you spot something odd. And you’ll know when you find Ogma. She’ll draw you in.”

I swallowed, looking back at Nua. He rushed forward and hugged me tight.

“We’ll keep watch,” he rasped. “We’ll keep you safe while you do it.”

I believed him. I nodded, hugging him back, trying not to dig my spindly branch fingers too hard into his shoulder.

“Most of us do this at fourteen.” Gillie chuckled, ruffling my hair. “You’ll be fine. Honestly.”

I flushed at that, wanting to smile when Nua hissed and smacked his arm.

“It’s not Ash’s fault he couldn’t do it at the right time. And most of us don’t have an entire court’s guards trying to hunt us down.”

“I’m just saying.” Gillie looked at me, eyes uncharacteristically serious. “We wouldn’t let you do this if we couldn’t keep you safe, Ash. We’ll make sure you get there and back alright.”

I nodded, looking down at the bowl. “I know.”

“Come on, then.” Gillie led me outside. “Eat up.”

I wrinkled my nose as I eyed the mushrooms. “Are they… What do they taste like?”

“Oh, they taste fucking awful,” he said brightly. “You don’t eat them for the taste, lad.”

I swallowed. “How soon will they kick in?”

“Almost instantly.”

I let out a hard breath and picked out one of the mushrooms with my branch fingers. I grimaced as I chewed it slowly. Gillie was right—it tasted like shit. I forced myself to eat all three and passed the bowl back to him, then exhaled again and turned to face the forest.

“S-see you soon,” I said as I started walking.

My mouth tasted like sour earth. I wanted to have a sip of the tea Gillie had given me, but didn’t want to risk making the mushrooms wear off before I found Ogma. The forest was cool and dark and quiet as I made my way hesitantly through the trees. They were massive, looming above me, their tops seeming to undulate as sunlight pierced through the leaves and glimmered.

At first, I didn’t think the mushrooms had worked. But then I realised—all the trees I was passing looked like tall pillars of suspended, flowing liquid, their trunks moving in sinuous swirls. I reached out to touch one, swearing I could sink my hand right into warm goo.

Tiny pink and purple flowers close to the forest floor opened and closed like they were breathing in time with my heartbeat. I could hear them exhale, like tinkling, whispery music, which brought a smile to my face. I apologised to one that I accidentally kicked, wincing when it let out a little shriek as its petals scattered.

Something small and dark darted between two trees, but I wasn’t afraid. I smiled widely when a huge, hazy shape lumbered in front of me, pausing momentarily to look over at me. Its eyes were tiny white pinpricks in a blank, shadowy face, and I waved at it before it moved on.

I kept on walking, laughing as I stumbled a few times. There was a tiny creek to my right, and when I gazed at it the surface of the water wobbled like blue jelly. Then it swelled up, over the bank, and moved closer with wet, slapping footsteps.

“Ooh shit,” I breathed, but didn’t move, awed as the big water feet slapped closer until they morphed into a blob that wrapped around my ankles.

I peered down at it, but my boots didn’t feel wet. The blob undulated around my feet, then jumped away and turned back into jelly feet that ran quickly into the creek.

“Bye.” I waved at the water and kept moving forward.

Something that looked like a bright green flowerhorn fish, with a bulbous head bump that throbbed and glowed blue, swam languidly between the trees ahead of me. I realised there was a faint voice off to my left, something whispering continuously in low words that I couldn’t hear.

I jumped, then burst out laughing when a creature shrieked nearby in the woods. I was grinning widely when I tipped my head back and looked up at the trees—at the impossibly long strands of thick black hair that were descending, swirling like they were underwater.

When a face appeared in the centre of the mass, with glowing orange eyes and a grinning mouth crowded with sharp teeth that stretched too wide, I just smiled back.

“Hello.”

The grin stretched even wider as it loomed closer, until it was inches from my nose.

“Hello, Hunter King.” The voice was faint and whispery, like it was shouting at me from a great distance even though it was right in front of me.

I burst out laughing. “I’m not a king.”

“Thrice-lived, twice-died.” The face spun in a complete circle, making me go a little dizzy. “You’re halfway there.”

“Halfway where? To Ogma?” I asked enthusiastically, looking around.

“You seek Ogma? She will find you.” The face loomed closer again, and I felt strands of the long moving hair brush my neck and face. “And then you’ll go to the Midsith, won’t you? The Mild Months approach. Your crown is waiting.”

I laughed again. “What crown?”

“First the halfling, now the Hunter.” The grin stretched again, glowing orange eyes filling my vision, making me blink. “Will you remember me in your next life, Oak King?”

I snorted. “I mean, sure. Kind of hard to forget a… disembodied face with flowy black hair. I like the hair, though.”

The face let out a little huff of amusement. “You’ve forgotten much already, but it will return. He searches for you always. Pines for you.”

My brows pinched in a little frown. “Who?”

“Your holly king.”

“Huh?”

But the face drew back, tendrils of hair retracting in a rush. The shadowy shape pulsed.

“Ogma is near, Hunter King. She waits for you.”

“Oh, is she?” I asked brightly, looking around. “I’m looking for her.”

But the face was retreating, rising back up into the trees, the tendrils of hair slipping across the trunk like it was using them to climb. I gave it a little wave and stumbled forward, laughing when I nearly tripped. The flowers screamed in protest when I crushed a few under my boot, and I mumbled another apology.

The crunch of leaves behind me cut through my foggy brain. I spun around unsteadily, and my mouth broke into a wide grin when I saw the big black wolf lurking between the trees. His black eyes were fixed on me already, head lowered.

“My wolf,” I heard myself saying, instead of being terrified that this predator was stalking me.

I stumbled towards him and thudded to my knees, burying my hands in his thick ruff.

And then he wasn’t a wolf anymore, but a beautiful fae with black hair and black eyes kneeling there. He was staring at me. I just smiled even wider.

“I missed you,” I told him, even though I didn’t recognise him.

It felt like the most natural thing in the world to tip forward until my mouth was against his. I was still smiling as I kissed him.

“Ash,” he said unsteadily, pulling back, his long fingers gripping my face.

That was me. I smiled again. “Yeah.”

He just stared at me, brows pinching with anguish. I pouted at that, reaching up to smooth that little furrow away with my thumb. Why was he frowning?

“Y-you remember me?” he whispered, eyes glistening as they searched mine.

I burst out laughing.

“Of course I remember you,” I said, even though I didn’t, but I did. I laughed again. “Who are you? I remember you. I missed you.”

His breath shuddered out of him, fingers tightening on my face. “I m-missed you too.”

“Where have you been?” I kissed him again, smiling against his mouth. “I missed you. I miss you. Come back.”

“I’m here.” He pulled me into his arms hard, burying his face in my neck. “I never left.”

I petted his silky black hair before my arms went slack and hung there limply. I scrunched my nose and shook my head. “I don’t remember you.”

“What?” He jerked back, staring at me. “N-no. No, you do. You just said you do.”

I nodded eagerly. “I do. Who are you?”

Pain creased his face. His hands slid back into my hair, and I smiled again because it felt amazing. I’d missed that.

“What’s my name, Ash?” he said in a low, urgent voice.

I laughed. “What?”

“What’s my name?” he repeated, staring at me hard.

I gurgled with laughter again. “I don’t know.”

“Lonan,” he said forcefully. “It’s Lonan. I’m Lonan.”

I smiled lazily. “Are you?”

“Yes.” His voice was anguished, his fingers tight in my hair. “Ash, please remember me. Please.”

“I do remember you,” I told him in as serious a voice as I could manage, because he seemed so sad.

I wanted him to feel better. I didn’t like him being sad. I never had, even though I’d only just met him.

I leaned forward again and kissed him, then kissed my way along his jaw and down his neck.

His breath shuddered out of him. “Ash, y-you—I don’t—”

“I miss you,” I murmured into his neck, closing my eyes as I breathed in his scent. Why was it so familiar to me? Like coming inside from the cold.

He let out a choked sound.

“How can you miss me if you don’t remember me?” His voice was agonised, and he pulled my head back to peer hard at my face. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine. I’m great.”

“No, something’s wrong.” Thumbs gently pulled at the delicate skin under my eyes, and his endless black gaze seemed to stare directly into my soul. “Your pupils are… What have you taken?”

He sounded scared. Worried. I wanted to reassure him.

“Gillie gave me the thing. So I could see,” I told him with a wide smile, then reached up to touch his temple and asked, “Where’s your crown?”

He still looked fearful. “What thing? See what?”

I lowered my hand and frowned in thought as I tried to remember. “Ogma. I’m going to see Ogma.”

His breath caught.

“The… The Keeper of Names?” His beautiful black eyes were wide, and I grew distracted at the colours that seemed to gleam within them. “You know how to get there?”

I snorted, reaching up to tap his nose. “I know how I can get there. Not you, wolf. Gillie said no one can follow me.”

“What did he give you?” he said urgently, though his hands cupping my face remained gentle. “What will let you see her?”

“The mushrooms.”

“What kind? What did he do with them?”

I just shrugged, getting distracted again as my gaze drifted down to his mouth. I started leaning forward to kiss him, but he stopped me.

“Can you tell me—” His ragged voice cut off abruptly, like he couldn’t get the words out. Eyes desperate, he tried again. “Tell me ho—” He groaned in frustration. “Please.”

I pursed my lips, annoyed that he’d stopped me from kissing him. “No, I can’t. But Gillie can! He can help. Go find Gillie. Tell him you’re my wolf. He’ll help you.”

His pretty mouth pulled down into a frown. “He won’t.”

I cocked my head. “Nua said Folk parents help their children find Ogma when they turn fourteen. Did your parents not help you find her? So you can get your second name?”

He shook his head jerkily, like his body was trying to fight the action.

“Why not?”

“So she can—”

His voice was tight, and once again he stopped speaking abruptly like he couldn’t get the words out. I felt bad for him. His mother didn’t sound very nice.

“I’m sorry.” I darted forward to kiss his mouth before he could stop me. “I wish I could tell you. Gillie will help. Go to Gillie.” Then I let out a great sigh and sat back. “I should go. I need to find her before they wear off.”

Before standing up, I gave the beautiful fae a wide, unfocused grin.

“Don’t stay away again for so long. I missed you.” As I stumbled unsteadily to my feet, I looked down at him still kneeling there, his pale face filled with despair. “Where’s your crown?”

He gazed up at me mournfully. “What crown?”

“Your crown.” I gestured at his head, then mine. “Our crowns. Are you keeping them safe?”

His brows twitched with confusion. “I—”

“What’s your name?”

He went silent, before his eyes tightened with grief. “Lonan.”

I nodded.

“That’s nice. Nice to meet you, Lonan.” I laughed like I’d said something hysterical and gave a little wave. “See you soon.”

I thought I heard him mumble, “I love you,” as I stumbled off, but I was already distracted by the swirling black mist that was reaching for me like grasping fingers between the trees.


Chapter Thirteen

Ash

The black fog surrounded me completely, smelling like sulphur and making me want to cough. My eyes watered. I waved my hand in front of my face, stumbling blindly through it, until I emerged into a small, bright clearing.

The trees ringing the grove had grown strangely. They had slender, narrow trunks that curved away from the clearing at a sharp angle about two feet off the ground. Like question marks, or little shelves you could step up onto.

They were white, with dark grey leaves. And the grass was greenish-white with tiny, silvery-white flowers poking out every now and then between the blades.

The only thing in the clearing was a little wooden hut. Even though the wood was dark and rotting, it was still largely intact. I eyed it, then took a hesitant step closer.

A deep, raspy voice rang out instantly, making me jump.

“Acherone al Brid.” The voice echoed across the clearing, but I knew it was coming from that little hut. “The halfling. The Hunter. The thrice-lived king.”

“Um…” I pursed my lips and took a hesitant step closer. “Ash. I’m Ash. H-hi. Are you Ogma?”

“I’m the Keeper of Names, yes. The one you seek. Come closer, Oak King.”

I snuffled a laugh at that as I walked towards the hut. “Oak king. That stupid unseelie tradition.”

“Not just a tradition, Hunter King. And not just unseelie. Closer.”

I felt a brief flash of unease as I noticed the tiny opening at the side of the hut, but then I found myself smiling as I stepped closer and leaned down a little to peer inside.

I jumped violently when a gigantic eye blinked back at me. It looked like the eerie, mournful eye of a blue whale—almost human, but not quite. It was enormous, filling the entire opening. It darted about frantically, taking me in from head to toe. Surely a creature with an eye that large wouldn’t fit in that tiny hut?

“There you are,” Ogma rasped. “Deep in your second life. I’ve been waiting to meet you, Acherone. It is a pleasure.”

“I—um… same.” I gave that giant eye a hesitant smile.

“The arm of branches. The favour at your throat. Your first oath already etched into your skin. You are one of us now fully, aren’t you?”

Favour? Oath? What? I didn’t know what she was talking about.

“But I digress. You’re here for your second name. Give me your offering so I can write it down.”

I stared at her giant eye. “Offering?”

“Your ink.”

Shit. Why didn’t Gillie and Nua tell me I needed to bring ink?

“I didn’t bring ink,” I stammered. “I didn’t know—”

“Not that kind of ink.” A huge, spindly hand appeared at the opening, holding out a glass inkwell. “Your blood, dear boy. Just a few drops.”

“Oh.” I stared at the inkwell, then hesitantly pulled the dagger from its sheath at my hip. “O-okay.”

Swallowing, I pricked my finger with the tip of the blade and held it over the pot, squeezing so the blood dripped in.

“That’s enough,” Ogma said, pulling the inkwell back inside. “Now whisper it to me and I will record it in my book.”

I fumbled to put away my dagger before sucking the drop of blood from my finger. “Oh. Shit. I haven’t actually picked it yet.”

I gave a nervous little laugh, twisting my fingers together as I glanced around the grove for inspiration.

But Ogma said, “You have. It’s there. Just lean in and whisper it.”

“But I…” I stared at that monstrous eye as it stared back. “Um… okay.”

As I started leaning in, the eye blinked and vanished, replaced by a tiny, gnarled ear. The skin was deep grey, and the head it was on looked bulbous through the little opening of the hut.

I licked my lips nervously and got as close to the opening as I dared.

“Lugh,” I heard myself whisper before I’d even known I was going to speak. “Acherone Lugh al Brid.”

The ear dipped as Ogma nodded. “A fine name. Tell no one. Keep it safe.”

I stepped back quickly and nodded. “I will.”

“Will you stay a while longer, Acherone? You have time. I’d enjoy the conversation.”

“Oh.” I glanced around at the grove again nervously, then blinked when Ogma’s giant eye reappeared at the opening. “Um… sure. What do you want to talk about?”

“Do you know how these woods were formed?”

“Formed?” I looked around again. “No. Don’t woods just grow?”

“Most, but you surely know the Woods of Orna are different. The ancient gods, the Tuath Dé, fought the Fir Bolg’s army on this land. The Orna was the First God’s sword. When the battle ended, he stabbed his sword into the earth, impaling Fir Bolg’s head. The blood from the thousands of warriors he had slain fed the earth and created these woods, from which all fae life sprang forth.”

I blinked, not entirely sure why she was telling me this. “Oh. Wow. Um… who was Fir Bolg? Why were they fighting?”

“Why anyone fights. For power. For control. This land was paradise for the gods, and Fir Bolg wanted it for himself. He was a lesser god, not as blessed as the others, and he resented it.”

Ogma’s big eye blinked, then darted frantically over me again.

“Fir Bolg’s blood created the unseelie. That which spilled from the First God during his final battle created the seelie. But one is not better than the other. Even gods can be fools—even they can fall prey to temptations and bitter resentment. The unseelie inherited Fir Bolg’s cold ruthlessness, and the seelie inherited the First God’s fierce, heated anger.” She blinked again. “Orna still rests in the very centre of these woods. Perhaps you will come across it one day.”

I shrugged awkwardly. “Um, yeah. Maybe.”

Ogma sighed, and I heard her shifting inside her tiny hut. “Whatever you used to find me is wearing off. It’s time for you to go.”

“Oh, right. Yeah.”

My head was starting to feel clearer, and I was thirsty. I wanted the tea in the leather skin Gillie had given me.

I gave Ogma a hesitant smile. “Nice to meet you. I’m guessing… um, I won’t ever see you again?”

“You will,” she said cheerfully, making me pause. “Safe travels, Acherone. And look behind you when you leave.”

“Huh?”

Before she could answer, the black mist returned in a rush and surrounded me. I blinked rapidly, waving my hand in front of my face fruitlessly to try and clear it. Then it vanished as suddenly as it had appeared, like it was getting sucked up by something behind me.

I didn’t move for a second as the forest reappeared around me, still and quiet. Ogma’s final words pricked at my consciousness, and I hesitantly glanced over my shoulder.

One of the Carlin’s guards was creeping through the trees.

I stiffened with panic, my heart giving a mighty thud in my chest. He hadn’t seen me yet—he was walking towards my left, peering the other way. But he would spot me the moment he turned his head.

Somehow staying completely silent, I darted behind a tree while my branch arm was already pulling my bow from my back. Grabbing an arrow from my quiver, I nocked it onto the bowstring and held my breath, listening.

His footsteps were light, but they still crunched over the twigs and dead leaves on the forest floor. I didn’t move for long moments, working out exactly where he was. I pictured his armour in my mind’s eye. The helmet protected his skull and dipped between the eyes, over the bridge of his nose. But his mouth was uncovered.

Could I do it? Could I kill a person? I supposed I didn’t really have a choice. Even if I managed to sneak away unseen, I had no idea how far I’d wandered from Nua and Gillie’s sidhe. However far it was, it wasn’t far enough. I had to protect them. Not just myself.

Readying my bow, I peered around the tree. The guard was still facing away from me.

So I whispered, “Psst.”

His head whipped round immediately, then flew back as the arrow pierced his upper lip and smashed through his teeth. I heard the clunk of it hitting the back of his helmet.

But that hadn’t killed him, so I crept over to where he lay on the forest floor, groaning weakly with blood bubbling from his ruined mouth, making him choke.

Not allowing myself to think, I ripped off his helmet and nocked another arrow. I stared down at him for a second, into his piercing silver eyes as they pleaded with me. Then their colour went flat and dull as I fired a second arrow into his forehead.

My hands were shaking wildly as I lowered my bow. I still felt out of it, like I wasn’t really the one who had just done that. Just killed someone. I put my bow away and fumbled with the leather skin, taking a deep gulp of lukewarm tea, then another.

When it started to clear the last of the mushroom fog, I looked back down at the dead guard, ruthless determination chasing away the nausea in my gut. I had to hide the body in case there were any other guards around. It would give them too many clues. It would make them keep looking here.

I glanced around quickly and spotted a nearby tree with a hollowed-out trunk. Grabbing the fae’s ankle, I grunted as I dragged the body over. I was sweating by the time I got it there, but I didn’t pause, heaving the dead guard up and into the dark hollow. Then I quickly gathered leaves and branches until he was completely covered, not even a trace of his silver armour showing.

I straightened up and looked around again, fingers twitching by my sheathed dagger. It was totally still and quiet, but I felt like I was being watched. I scanned the trees keenly, looking for any flash of silver.

A jet-black stag appeared from behind a thick trunk, lifting its great antlers into the air as it watched me. Its eyes were soft and sad, and we stared at each other for a long moment.

It didn’t move as I slowly backed away, still watching me as I turned and started walking quickly away from the dead guard. I had no idea where I was, so I just had to hope I was walking in the right direction or that Nua and Gillie would find me soon.

I got a little nervous as I padded as quietly as possible through the trees, keeping my footsteps light. Every direction looked the same, and I’d been… not with it when I’d been walking here.

I took another gulp of tea, staying alert in case any other guards were lurking nearby. My branch arm was already grabbing my bow before I’d even registered hearing the unnatural rustle of leaves above me. I swung it up with an arrow nocked, before letting out a breath and lowering it.

“Nua.”

He dropped down from the tree, landing nimbly on his feet.

“Are you alright?” he asked worriedly, hurrying over. “We lost sight of you after you looked up at the trees and said hello to… something.”

I blinked, trying to remember. Long black hair that moved in waves. Glowing orange eyes and a wide grinning mouth. But I couldn’t remember anything it had said.

“We knew that meant Ogma would have been close, so I waited around here, and Gillie went back a little way in case I missed you when you were returning.”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I accepted the hug he gave me after slinging my bow over my back. “There was a guard when I left Ogma. I killed him.”

Nua sucked in a breath, jerking back to stare at me. His fingers squeezed my shoulders. “Are you alright?”

I nodded, resisting the urge to glance back towards where I’d hidden the body, even though I was a fair distance from the tree now.

“Come on.” Nua urged me forward. “Let’s go home. So it all went okay, apart from… that? You got your second name?”

“Yes.”

Nua’s shoulders sagged in relief. “Thank the gods.”

The forest was getting dimmer as we walked, not saying much. I glanced up at the treetops, noting how dark the sky was getting.

“How long was I gone for?”

“Hours. But that’s normal. Time moves differently when you go to the place where Ogma is.”

Even though I couldn’t remember much from before I found her little hut, I remembered every second of my meeting with Ogma perfectly. I opened my mouth to tell Nua what she’d said, but closed it again a moment later.

I trusted him, but… the words felt private. Between me and her.

We found Gillie not far from the sidhe, and he clapped me on the shoulder with a big grin.

“How was it? See anything creepy?”

I chuckled. “I think so, but I can’t remember much. Ogma was pretty creepy. Her giant eyeball.”

“Ooh, yes. And that gigantic head. I wonder what she looks like.”

I glanced over at him. “Has no one ever seen her?”

He shook his head.

“She stays in her hut. To protect her book.” He looked over at me with a sharp fae grin. “Can you imagine the chaos if that book fell into the wrong hands? Every fae name in existence recorded in blood. It would all come to an end very quickly.”

It was getting cold when the sidhe came into view, and I was exhausted from my drug-fuelled jaunt through the forest. As we stepped inside into the warmth, I shrugged off my bow and quiver and left them by my pallet, then followed Nua and Gillie into the kitchen.

“Tea?” Gillie was over at the shelves. “Then I’ll make us some dinner.”

Nua shot me a quick, concerned glance. “Gillie, Ash killed one of the Carlin’s guards.”

He paused, then turned to look at me. “Are you alright, lad?”

I nodded. “I’m fine. It was quick.”

“Good for you, lad. You were made for a bow, I think.” He chuckled as he moved to another shelf and grabbed a bottle instead. “A proper drink then.”

I watched him warily. “What… to celebrate?”

That seemed morbid, even for the Folk.

“No, because killing is never easy. Well, it shouldn’t be, anyway.”

He collected three wooden cups and placed them on the table, then pulled the cork from the bottle. My stomach turned a little as the scent of whisky drifted over while he poured small measures for all of us.

“Try not to think about it too much, Ash,” Nua said softly as we joined Gillie at the table and picked up our cups.

“Really, I’m fine,” I insisted, but I could hear the vacant edge in my voice.

It felt real now. I knew I’d done it—I’d killed someone. But rather than guilt, I felt only calm acceptance. It had been me or him. And I refused to let the Carlin take me again. I refused to let her win.

And now it would be easier, when I went to kill her and her sons. Now I knew I could do it.


Chapter Fourteen

Lonan

“When are you going to stop moping, little brother?”

Balor’s drawl made my shoulders stiffen, but I didn’t turn from the lake. When was he going to stop following me? Spying on me? I’d come out here because it was an empty corner of my mother’s land, Ash’s abandoned cottage the only thing even remotely close by.

And I’d been fervently hoping to spot the kelpie. The one who had delivered that book to Ash—who had been trying to help him. I knew he wouldn’t have told me anything, but I still would have begged. I still would have pleaded for any kind of news on Ash.

I knew that he was still safe, because I watched him constantly in the forest. But I wanted to know if he was happy. He hadn’t seemed it, that night he’d crept into the cottage. And I had only made it worse, blurting everything out to him like a madman.

“When are you going to stop seeking me out to catch me alone?” I gritted out. “Should I be worried, brother? Watching me constantly. Obsessing over who I’ve fucked.”

“You should be worried,” he snarled as he stepped in front of me. “You fucked your seelie dog for months like it wasn’t an abomination. An insult to your heritage.”

I flattened my gaze and stared back at him, refusing to react even though I burned to pull my blade free and slide it between his ribs.

“Just what is it about him, I wonder?” Balor changed tack, his voice becoming airy. “Did you tell him that you have obsessed over him since you were both boys? Did you tell him that you used to watch him constantly, even before our mother ordered you to?”

I said nothing, shifting my gaze back to the still, dark water of the lake.

“Was he flattered?” Balor continued with a smirk in his voice. “Not that it matters, now that he despises you because he thinks you killed his parents.” He laughed. “The irony is amusing, isn’t it? The Carlin lied to his face without either of them realising. Do you think she suspects, Lonan? That you were too weak to do it? That I did it for you?”

When I still said nothing, he stepped closer.

“Not that I will tell her. You have my word. You’re far more useful with this debt hanging over your head.”

I clenched my jaw hard. “I didn’t ask you to do it. It’s not a true debt.”

“Oh, but it is,” he cooed with mock sympathy, patting my cheek and making me flinch. “It had to be done. She’d ordered you to kill them. If I hadn’t helped you, you would have been compelled anyway. And then her words wouldn’t have been a lie, and the dog would have a true reason to despise you.”

The scar on my right forearm burned. I could still remember the searing agony of Balor’s blade slicing through it. Cutting off my arm, just like he’d cut off Ash’s. I’d been trembling with shock when he yanked my blade free and placed it in my severed hand, horror streaking through me as I witnessed my fingers curl around the hilt and grip it tight.

I’d tried to follow him, but I’d already sliced through the tendons on the backs of my ankles in a desperate attempt to stop myself from carrying out my mother’s order. I’d ignored the pain, trying to stand and immediately collapsing thanks to my useless feet. So I’d crawled one-handed instead. He’d strode off into the darkness and vanished, escaping my pathetic pursuit easily.

He’d used my arm to kill Ash’s parents that night. He fulfilled the Carlin’s order for them to die by my hand. When he returned, splattered in their blood, he’d flung my arm and blade back at me with a sneer, spitting on me and telling me I was weak. Telling me that I owed him a debt.

I’d managed to make it to Belial’s house, clutching my own severed arm in my trembling hand. He’d had to pry the blade loose from the clawing fingers before reattaching it with his poisons.

I’d tried to tell Ash that it hadn’t been me. I’d tried, but even the pathetic “I didn’t,” had burned my throat unbearably, choking me, not allowing me to say any more. My mother’s order to keep us all from telling him anything had ensured that the words would never leave me. Even if he still remembered me, I’d never truly be able to profess my innocence.

Not that I felt innocent in any of it.

“How is your arm these days?” Balor asked with a sympathetic tut, and I realised I’d been fingering the scar through my shirt. “Does it still pain you? Did the apothecary manage to reattach it with no lasting damage? It would have been a shame if you stopped being good at the only thing Mother finds you useful for.”

I dropped my hand and slowly shifted my eyes to his.

“I’m as good with my blade as I ever was,” I told him in a cold, emotionless voice.

Balor’s eyes sparked with a hint of fear before he masked it behind another smirk. “And I bet you are eager to show me, aren’t you? Shame you can’t.”

He stepped closer. Revulsion twisted my stomach, making me want to jerk away from him. To turn into a bird and fly away from him. But I refused to show him any more weakness.

“You really must accept the fact that you lost, Lonan,” he said softly. “This isn’t even about our mother. I won. And one day, I will cash in on the debt you owe me. All the debts. All the secrets I’m keeping for you.”

“Tell her everything,” I rasped. “You think I care what she does to me? Ash is gone. She will take her rage out on me. I welcome it.”

He laughed. “If that was true, you’d tell her yourself. But you won’t. You can’t. You’re just a snivelling worm still pining for his seelie dog. I know you are searching for him, Lonan. And I know it’s not for our mother. Yet another secret I’m keeping for you.”

“I haven’t asked you to keep any secrets,” I gritted out through clenched teeth, wanting to rip out his tongue with my bare hands.

Balor laughed. “A technicality won’t help you.”

“Then what do you want?” I exploded, glaring at him. “Stop following me. Stop talking to me. Whatever you’re planning on forcing me to do, let’s just get it over with so I no longer have to look at you.”

He stared at me before a slow smile spread over his face.

“No need to shout, Lonan.” His smile widened. “I do believe that’s the first flash of anger I have ever witnessed from you. Your seelie dog really has got you all tied up in knots.”

He leaned in until his cold breath hit my cheek, and revulsion curled my lip.

“He never breached you, but it seems he got under your skin in other ways.”

“You’re disgusting.” I stepped back. “Stay away from me, Balor.”

“Do you regret not letting him fuck you?” he rasped. “Do you wonder what it feels like?”

He was breathing hard now, and the look in his eye turned my stomach.

“You’d had no one before him, had you?” He stepped closer, making me take another step back. “He was your first. He woke your body up, but he is no longer here. Do you ache for him? For the touch of another? Is that why you look for him?”

My heart was thudding hard in my chest as I stared at him in horror, stumbling back. He kept advancing, blue eyes tracking down my frame and back up. My gorge rose when I saw the lust gleaming in them.

“We are only half brothers, Lonan.”

I had my blade in my hand in the next instant. “I’ll cut your fucking hands off.”

“I’ll consider it one of your debts fulfilled,” he rasped, still advancing. One long, pale hand lifted to reach for me. My gut lurched. “A favour repaid. Just let me—”

I shifted into the crow and flew, directly into the forest. My heart thrummed too hard in my chest, making my flight wobbly and frantic. I landed in a tree to try and calm myself, but all I could see was the sick gleam of arousal in my brother’s eyes.

Of all the reasons I had considered for why he was doing this to me, bitter jealousy had never been one of them. He was vile. He had watched us—watched me—not just to hoard secrets to use against me.

He’d tainted every memory I had of Ash. Of us together.

He needed to die, but my mother had ensured that I was trapped by my own name, in a vow that meant I could never kill him.


Chapter Fifteen

Ash

I’d gotten really, really good at killing the Carlin’s guards.

I refused to hide away in Gillie and Nua’s sidhe forever. And I figured, if I took out enough of them, eventually she would stop sending them to look.

So I went hunting for them.

Nua had been frantic with worry at first, but I hadn’t backed down. And Gillie had agreed that I couldn’t just hide here. I had to do something to take back control over my life.

I wasn’t sure on the total number I’d racked up now, but I knew I had to be making a dent. If I found them far enough away from Gillie and Nua’s sidhe, I didn’t hide the bodies. I wanted her to know that I was killing them. I wanted to taunt her with it.

As I sat in the trees waiting for flashes of silver down below, I often pictured the cold rage twisting her features. Making her single eye flash, her bronze teeth gleam in a furious snarl. The thought made me smile every time.

Killing them appeased some of the murderous fury that still simmered in my gut. I’d take out as many of her guards as I could, but I knew it wouldn’t satisfy me completely. I knew I wouldn’t be satisfied until I’d seen the cold blue dim in her eye, and the eyes of her eldest son. Until I’d made sure that Cethlen could no longer listen in the shadows for information to use, and Bres could no longer trick Folk with his honeyed words or grin at me with his too-wide mouth.

The Carlin really should change her guards’ armour, I thought as I hissed at one to get him to look up before shooting the arrow into his mouth. Making sure no others were around, I dropped down silently from the tree and ripped off his helmet to deliver the killing shot.

I left him there for the others to find. Keeping my bow in my branch hand, I slipped between the trees to my next waiting spot. They were idiots, mostly searching in the same areas every day, close to the market and where sidhes clustered together. Far, far away from Gillie and Nua’s remote little sidhe in a deeper, darker part of the forest.

I wanted to snort with derision. Were they even truly trying to find me? Or were they just traipsing out here every day and searching half-heartedly because the Carlin had ordered them to? Killing them was almost too easy.

A part of me grew fearful when I thought like that. I wasn’t the same anymore. I knew that. I was colder. Crueller. My new fae skin felt more comfortable now, and my mind was more calculating and less gullible than it had been as a mortal.

I wanted the Carlin to see me. To see that she hadn’t beaten me. She hadn’t won.

And I wanted the Brid to see me, too. The son she’d tried to have killed as a boy, still alive and full fae. I hated the tiny tendril of childish hope I felt when I thought of her—when I wondered if she would be proud of what I had become. It was pathetic. Weak.

I’d been weak on the Carlin’s land, sitting there and just waiting to find out what she wanted with me. I refused to be weak anymore.

I jumped up effortlessly into the next tree, my branch arm hoisting me up with no strain at all. I settled on a thick branch and leaned back against the trunk, getting comfortable while I waited for the next guard to appear below.

I stiffened when something brushed my flesh arm, a whisper-soft touch against my skin. My eyes darted down. I stared at the black chameleon sitting beside me on the next branch.

What the fuck? We didn’t have chameleons in England. I knew I wasn’t exactly in England anymore, but still. And did jet-black ones even exist? I vaguely remembered reading once that they turned black when they were scared or stressed. This one was a deep, impenetrable black, but it didn’t look scared.

It gazed up at me with its protruding eyes and tiny frowning mouth, and my lips quirked into a little smile. I didn’t speak to it, still wary of guards who may have approached, but having it beside me made a little ball of warmth form in the pit of my stomach.

It could keep me company while I waited for the next guard. It crouched beside me on the branch, staying perfectly still as we sat in the tree. I resisted the urge to let my leg dangle and swing from the boredom of waiting, growing restless the longer we sat there.

Just as I was considering ending my hunt for the day and going home, I felt another tiny touch on my arm. Looking down, I noticed the chameleon’s front right leg was lifted into the air in a little salute.

Almost like it was pointing at something.

I darted my eyes to the side to follow the direction and felt them flare. There was a guard down there, just visible through the trees, skulking low and staying completely silent as he headed this way. He was quieter than the others, and his crouch looked more purposeful, like he actually knew what he was doing.

And I knew he’d already spotted me. I could see the flash of his silver eyes pointing in this direction.

Cursing myself for getting lax, I stayed perfectly still as if I didn’t know he was there, until I knew I’d be able to get a clear shot. My branch arm was already reaching for my bow as I dropped from the tree and landed on my booted feet with a dull thud.

The guard jerked. Knowing a sneak attack was no longer possible, he drew his sword and started sprinting for me, white teeth flashing beneath his helmet.

His head flew back when the first arrow hit, shattering his snarling teeth. It knocked his helmet off, so I didn’t bother stepping closer. I nocked another arrow and aimed it, closing my left eye to get the perfect shot from a somewhat awkward angle.

It wasn’t a perfect shot. It went through the top of his ear, but successfully drove into his brain, stopping his choked gurgles as blood bubbled from his mouth. I exhaled and nocked another arrow in case more were lurking, but decided I’d had enough for today.

I glanced up once at the chameleon, but it was gone.

Staying perfectly still for a few more seconds, I listened intently for any other tiny sounds around me. The forest was dead quiet. Keeping my bow and arrow in my hands, I turned to start heading back towards Nua and Gillie’s.

I was a little shaken. That guard had gotten close without me noticing him. How had I realised he was there? I couldn’t remember now—couldn’t remember what had made me freeze and glance to the side to see the flash of silver.

A little black fox darted between the trees to my right as I walked, keeping pace for a while before vanishing. By the time I reached the sidhe it was dusk, and I was hungry.

“How many today, lad?” Gillie asked when I stepped inside, my cheeks flushed from the faint cold.

“Six.”

He chuckled. “She won’t have any guards left soon.”

“Then maybe she should stop sending them after me.”

He grunted, setting down his book and heaving himself up from the ancient, sagging sofa that I was fairly sure was older than he was.

Nua appeared in the kitchen doorway, wiping his hands on a linen cloth. “Are you alright?”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes even as I smiled. He asked me that every single day when I got home from hunting guards, and I always said the same thing back.

“I’m fine, Nua. Still in one piece.”

It was a morbid little joke, because a piece of me was somewhere on the Carlin’s land. I tried not to think about what she’d done with my arm—whether she’d eaten it—because it was pointless.

Gillie chuckled, clapping me on the back and leading me into the kitchen after I removed my bow and quiver.

“Bet you’re starving. You’re starting to eat more than me.”

I snorted. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

For some reason, a bolt of sadness hit me as I walked into the kitchen. I tried to shake it off when I realised I could smell something familiar—something like aniseed and bark.

“Is that tea?” I asked, walking over to the cauldron and leaning over it to breathe deep.

Gillie chuckled. “Nua said you’d mentioned the one you love. I picked it up at the market.”

I grinned over at him. “Thanks.”

“Pour us each a cup, lad.”

I did, hurriedly, eager to drink the tea I hadn’t even realised I’d missed that much. When I took my first sip, it brought back memories of sitting on the rug in front of the fire in the cottage. Laughing about something. Smiling. Feeling happier than I could ever remember being. I flushed and quickly put my mug down to take Nua’s and Gillie’s over to the table.

Why did I keep having memories of being happy in the cottage? I hadn’t been happy there. I’d been miserable, sitting there alone, trying to keep myself busy with gardening and cooking and potioncraft. Had I really been losing my mind in there? Sometimes it felt like I still was. Like I was missing something. Like there was something important I’d forgotten.

My fingers twitched with the urge to reach up to my throat after I set down the mugs, but I didn’t know why, so I resisted it. I sat down at the table as Nua brought over bowls of stew, smiling up at him when he set mine in front of me.

“I picked up some more arrows for you from the fletcher,” Gillie told me as he sat down. “You’re getting through them fast.”

I chuckled. “Thanks.”

The kitchen was even warmer than usual as we ate, and halfway through the meal I rose from the table to get us all some water.

“It’s kind of warm in here today,” I commented as I sat back down before gulping down half my water.

Gillie grunted. “The Mild Months are just around the corner.”

I stilled at that, setting down my cup and licking my lips as my eyes darted to Nua. He looked tense, but he gave me a small smile.

“That means the courts will come into the forest. To go to the Midsith for the transfer of power.”

I picked up my spoon but just toyed with it. I cleared my throat, but my voice was still hoarse when I asked, “Where is the Midsith?”

“Far from here. In the dead centre of the forest.”

I stared into my half-eaten bowl of stew. “So… the Carlin will be coming into the forest?”

“Ash, please believe us when we say that the Carlin is near impossible to kill. You won’t be able to, and it’s far too dangerous to even try.” Nua gazed at me worriedly. “She’ll have her sons with her—and guards. You’ll be wildly outnumbered.”

“Besides, Samhain and Beltane are supposed to be days of peace.” Gillie snorted. “Not that us solitary Folk care much about court politics.”

“Gillie,” Nua hissed. “Don’t encourage Ash to run blindly towards certain death.”

I clenched my jaw at that. “I wasn’t thinking about that. I know it would be too dangerous to try and kill them then.”

I looked up hesitantly, meeting Nua’s big green eyes. “I think… Do you think it would be safe for me to go and watch? Hidden, I mean. I’d stay hidden.”

“Why?” he asked, staring at me.

I flushed, looking back down and feeling like a little boy.

“I think… I think I just want to see her.”

They were both silent for a long moment. I tensed when Nua said gently, “You don’t mean the Carlin, do you?”

My face burned, so I kept my head down. I felt like a child, desperate for his mother’s approval, even though I wasn’t. I didn’t even consider the Brid my mother. But… part of me wanted to see her. Just once. The woman who’d birthed me. Who’d abandoned me and wanted me dead as a boy.

“Is that stupid?” I mumbled.

“No,” Nua said quickly. “No, of course not, Ash. I… understand. But…”

I looked up to see him glance worriedly at Gillie.

“She’s not a nice woman, Ash.”

“I’d argue she’s worse than the Carlin,” Gillie muttered from behind his mug before taking a sip of tea.

I stared at him. “Seriously?”

He nodded, lowering his mug and gazing at me. “The Carlin is all bluster and cold fury. The Brid is… bloodthirsty. Hot-blooded, but still conniving. Unseelie Folk struggle to reproduce as much as the seelie. There are far fewer of them, so they tend not to slaughter one another. Even the Carlin reins it in, though she does still send her assassin son out to murder the Folk who slight her.”

I didn’t know which of her sons he was referring to, so I stayed silent.

“But the Brid has a glut of Folk on her land,” Gillie continued in a grim voice. “It makes her more… frivolous with their lives. They mean less to her. They’re her playthings.”

I gritted my teeth. “The Carlin treated me like a plaything too. She didn’t give a shit about my life.”

“No. But you’re not unseelie, Ash.”

My blood boiled. “I know, but—”

“I’m not saying this to try and make you think more highly of the Carlin.” Gillie snorted. “She’s still terrible. I’m just saying… don’t expect the Brid to be any better. Because she isn’t.”

“She’s awful, Ash,” Nua said softly. “You’re better off never knowing her.”

“I’m not saying I want to know her,” I snapped, feeling foolish. “Just that—I just…”

Nua sighed, darting a worried glance at Gillie. “We can… We’ll try and think of a way. For you to safely watch them arrive at the Midsith.”

“We can ask Odran,” Gillie said. “He knows that area better than us. He’ll know if there are any good spots to remain undetected.”

He smiled at me. “Beltane is in a week. We’ll visit him at his lake tomorrow.”

My stomach twisted with nerves at that. A week? It was that soon? I hadn’t realised I’d been out here so long, living in the forest with Nua and Gillie. The Carlin had chained me up in her throne room about a month after I’d had my little Christmas celebration alone, so near the end of January.

So, three months. I’d been out here nearly three months. Beltane was on the first of May. The start of the Mild Months.

I wondered how much of me the Carlin would have sliced off to eat by now if I hadn’t escaped.


Chapter Sixteen

Ash

Odran’s lake wasn’t the one I’d seen him in when the unseelie procession stole me from my home. At least, I was pretty sure it wasn’t. I didn’t recognise this part of the forest at all, but then, I had been poisoned when I’d woken up in that fucking cart.

I briefly wondered if Caom knew what had happened to me. And then I wondered if he’d known all along what the Carlin’s plan was, or if he even cared that I was gone.

We hadn’t seen any guards on our way here. This part of the forest appeared to be completely deserted. Maybe that was why Odran had picked this lake. I’d only met him briefly, but he’d seemed… introverted.

Despite always being naked.

“Is, uh… Will he be naked again?” I asked hesitantly as we approached the lake nestled deep between the trees.

Its surface was a clear blue green, but I couldn’t see any pale face with black hair watching us from the water.

Gillie laughed. “Make you uncomfortable, does it lad?”

I flushed.

“No. I mean, it’s just… kind of distracting,” I grumbled, which made him laugh harder.

“He does have a nice, pert—”

“Gillie,” Nua hissed, smacking his arm.

“Come now, my seelie fae.” Gillie pulled him into his side and kissed Nua’s cheek. “You know you’re my only love. For all of eternity.”

Nua seemed mollified by that, tipping his head onto Gillie’s shoulder as we walked. I smiled a little, staring down at my boots and trying to ignore the ache in my chest. If seeing them so in love and devoted to each other made my insides hurt with… something, that was my problem.

“You know we’re here, you old water horse,” Gillie called when we reached the bank of the lake. “Come on.”

A pale forehead plastered with black hair that gleamed green in the sunlight broke the surface of the lake, followed by two big black eyes that gazed at us moodily.

“I was napping,” Odran rasped flatly as he rose from the water. He nodded at me. “Ash.”

“Um, hi,” I said, quickly looking over at the trees ringing the lake when he emerged onto the bank, just that long strip of pondweed draped over a shoulder and down to his hip.

It concealed absolutely nothing this time.

“Did you bring drinks?” Odran asked Gillie, water dripping from his pale, nude body onto the mud.

Gillie laughed. “Not here for a social call, old friend.”

Odran grunted in disapproval. When I felt his eyes on me, I looked back at him.

“Full fae now,” he commented, looking me over. “It suits you.”

I flushed. Why did so many of the Folk have to be so ridiculously beautiful? Especially the ones who liked to walk about completely naked.

“Tha—” I laughed nervously at my aborted thanks. “Um… I appreciate it.”

“Odran, do you know of any hidden spots to watch the courts arrive at the Midsith?” Nua asked, sounding anxious.

The kelpie’s black eyes shifted over to him curiously. “Why?”

“Ash wants to watch. He wants to… see the Brid.”

“Ah.” I resisted the urge to fidget under his intense gaze when it shifted back to me. “Understandable. You’ve learned much these last few months, it seems.”

That relaxed me, just a little. She was my birth mother. Surely it was understandable to want to see her? Just once?

“I can tell you a good spot,” Odran said. “You’ll have to keep very quiet. And still.”

“That won’t be a problem.” Gillie chuckled, moving round Nua to throw his arm over my shoulders. “Ash is a true hunter. He’s been picking off the Carlin’s guards one by one. They never see him coming.”

I flushed again from the praise, especially when Odran’s black eyes sparked with respect.

“I’d enjoy witnessing that.” His voice was just how I remembered—raspy, like he’d been choking on water. “I don’t really feel unseelie anymore. I spend my time in the forest. I have no loyalty to the Carlin. Unfortunately, the guards don’t come here to look for you, but there will be many in the forest on Beltane. You will have to be careful.”

“I will,” I said quickly.

He nodded once.

“There is a large oak not far from the Midsith,” he said, still watching me, “with a dip in the centre of its main branches. You will be able to sit there undetected.”

It sounded perfect. I’d grown very used to sitting in trees remaining perfectly still.

I grinned at him. “Great.”

“Get there at dawn. You’ll have to wait for a few hours, but best to be there well before they arrive.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“Gillie, did you get my things from the market?” Odran asked, his attention shifting away from me as he strolled further along the bank.

Gillie rolled his eyes. “Yes, I have your spirits, Odran.”

He followed him to a tall rock emerging from the water, covered in moss. I watched as Odran shoved his hand into the mud and pulled out a wooden box, flipping it open to reveal the gleam of coins.

Nua chuckled beside me. “Odran doesn’t like crowds. Or Folk in general, really. So Gillie tends to pick things up for him from the market.”

I smiled. “Don’t blame him.”

My gaze moved from them to Nua when I felt him look at me.

“Please be careful, Ash,” he murmured softly. “I understand why you want to see her. But I… I worry for you.”

I softened, stepping closer to grasp his shoulder. “I know. I’m grateful. I promise I’ll be careful.”

I glanced back over at Odran and Gillie. They were too far away for me to hear what they were saying, but I could see that they were deep in conversation. Gillie’s black brows were pulled into a tiny frown as he listened intently to whatever Odran was telling him.

When my eyes trailed down to Odran’s bare, pale backside, my face got hot. I looked away quickly.

They walked back over a few moments later, and I kept my gaze averted until Odran said, “Ash, will you stay a while to talk? I’m interested to know how you’ve been.”

I glanced at Nua and Gillie, flustered. “Me?”

Odran’s pale lips twitched. “Yes, you. You don’t think you’re interesting?”

“Um.” I looked between the three of them again. “N-no? Not really.”

He let out a delicate snort and walked along the bank, the water lapping around his pale ankles. “Well, if you choose to stay, I’d enjoy the company.”

I looked at Nua and Gillie. “Is… that okay?”

“Will you be able to find your way back?” Nua asked.

I nodded. I’d become almost unnervingly adept at navigating the forest, even though it all looked largely the same.

“Alright.” He smiled at me. “Be safe. We’ll see you at home.”

“Don’t drink those all at once, Odran.” Gillie nodded towards the rock, where a collection of items he’d picked up for Odran rested at its base, including several bottles. “Don’t get too drunk and drown in your lake.”

As he snickered, Odran rolled his eyes and gracefully reclined at the edge of the lake, his pale calves submerged in the water as he leaned back on his elbows.

I flushed, waving at Nua and Gillie as they walked off back through the trees, before hesitantly making my way over. I sat down on the flat rock beside him, its surface sun warmed.

I looked at the water so I didn’t stare at his nude body stretched out beside me. It wasn’t that I necessarily wanted to fuck Odran, but… he was beautiful. And naked. And his black hair and black eyes were… They kept making false memories flash in my brain. Of black eyes wild with lust gazing down at me from above. Silky dark hair slipping over my skin as warm lips trailed down my stomach. A cheek resting on the centre of my chest, the weight of a body on top of me, keeping me warm.

My gut lurched with bewildering arousal and intense yearning, and I fidgeted uncomfortably on my rock.

“Did the book help?” Odran asked in his raspy voice, tilting his head back.

I looked over at him. His eyes were closed as he soaked up the sun dappling through the leaves, making his hair gleam iridescent green.

I chuckled, the sound hoarse. “Not really. Not at the time.”

“Mm.” Odran peeked one eye open to look up at me. “You were completely in the dark. Disjointed passages and cryptic notes couldn’t have been much help. But we tried.”

I nodded, looking down as my branch fingers picked at the edge of my boot. “I know. I appreciate it. But… why didn’t you just tell me? When you delivered the book?”

“Tell you what?”

“That I was the Brid’s son. The book was meant to help me work it out, but you could have just told me when you were there.”

“I was going to.” Odran was watching me carefully. “But I could sense… someone in your cottage. I didn’t think it was safe to say much at all.”

“What?” My brows pulled into a frown. “There wasn’t any—”

When my throat closed up, stopping me from saying the words, my heart leapt with panic.

Why was this happening? There hadn’t been anyone in my cottage the morning Odran delivered the book. I’d woken up to his knocking and gone straight to the door. Balor had shown up after, but I’d been alone.

“There wasn’t—” I tried again, my heart giving a mighty thud when my throat closed up once more. But I wasn’t trying to lie. I wasn’t. No one had been there.

What was happening to me?

“Why didn’t you come before that?” I asked, my voice small. “Why did it take you so long?”

“I couldn’t travel into unseelie land until Samhain.” Odran sounded remorseful. “I was in the forest when the Mild Months began, and the Carlin closes off her lakes to protect her court while it is most vulnerable. That was why I had to wait until Samhain—until the Bitter Months, when the Carlin’s frost creeps into the forest.”

“But you could have come back after that.” I clenched my jaw. “After you delivered the book. You were free to come and go then. It would have helped.”

Odran was silent for a minute.

“He was always there, Ash,” he said eventually. “Always.”

My brows pinched. “Who?”

“The prince.”

I stared at him hard. “What prince?”

“Prince Lonan.”

The name meant nothing to me. Suspicion rose, making me narrow my eyes at Odran. What game was he playing? I’d been alone in that cottage. I’d never had anyone there with me in all that time. Especially not a fucking prince.

“Gillie told me what the Carlin did to you,” Odran said when I stayed quiet. He closed his eyes, tilting his face back to the sun. “I’m sorry you went through it.”

I cleared my throat, distractedly mumbling, “Yeah.”

“And how are you finding the forest? Living here?”

I was grateful to move the conversation away from things I didn’t understand. “Nice. Still adjusting to my, um… fae skin, but Nua and Gillie are great. They’ve helped me so much.”

“Yes, I see that.”

He opened his eyes and turned onto his side, propped on one hip and elbow. The movement made my eyes dart down before I could stop them, then back up just as fast as my face heated. I fixed my gaze on a fat black toad squatting in the mud all the way on the other side of the lake instead.

“This is quite something.” He reached out and lightly touched my branch arm, jerking my gaze back down. “Does it feel right? Like it’s part of you?”

“I… yeah,” I croaked distractedly, staring down at his pale, long-fingered hand on my arm.

More false memories crowded my brain. A lean, pale body pressed against mine, lying beside me in bed. Long fingers trailing through my hair and down my chest. Black eyes gazing into mine, dark hair sweetly rumpled from my pillow, the delicate point of a fae ear poking through the strands.

“Did we ever…?” I burst out before I could stop it, frowning hard at Odran’s hand.

Why was I thinking these things? Why was I remembering being… intimate with a fae? One who seemed to have looked like Odran? I didn’t remember fucking Odran. But… the black hair, the black eyes. The pale skin. My throat closed up with panicked confusion. Why couldn’t I remember?

“What? Fuck?” He paused, then removed his hand from my arm.

My face on fire, I glanced over at him to see him gazing at me thoughtfully.

“No,” he mused, then quirked a brow. “Why? Do you want to?”

My furious blush travelled down to my throat, but before I could answer, a faint splash from the other side of the lake made me jump. I looked over in time to see the tip of a thick, sinuous tail slinking under the surface.

Odran stiffened instantly. “Something’s in my lake.”

My branch arm was already pulling my bow from my back when I jumped to my feet, slipping only a little on the flat rock before I steadied myself.

Odran was completely still, his black eyes staring hard into the water as I peered frantically, an arrow nocked and ready.

I saw something long and dark moving through the water towards us. I fired an arrow, gritting my teeth when it missed.

I jumped when Odran suddenly yelped, his body jerking before it was dragged under the surface.

“Fuck.” I was panting wildly, trying to see through the churning water as he thrashed with whatever had slipped into his lake.

“Jesus Christ,” I choked when Odran exploded from the water grappling with a jet-black alligator. It snapped its teeth at him furiously, thrashing and trying to roll him back under the surface.

“Face me in your true form, you fucking coward,” Odran gritted out as I nocked another arrow and tried to get a clean shot. They were moving about too much—I could have hit Odran.

I felt useless and angry. Something had invaded Odran’s lake. What did he mean, their true form? I remembered Caom telling me about spiritsmiths once in the tavern, but I couldn’t remember why the topic had come up in conversation. Was this a spiritsmith? But why had they attacked Odran?

I jerked back, almost slipping off the rock when the alligator suddenly vanished and was replaced by a fae with pale skin and black hair and eyes. His black clothes were sodden, his hair plastered to his face and dripping as he bared his teeth at Odran in a furious snarl.

The kelpie froze, staring at him. I quickly raised my bow and aimed.

“No, don’t,” Odran barked just as my fingers relaxed on the bowstring.

I panicked, jerking my arm as the arrow fired. It whistled past the fae’s face, less than an inch from his ear, but he barely flinched. He was gazing at me with big black eyes, but they weren’t angry. They were filled with sorrow to overflowing.

And longing. So much longing.

I jerked back a step, that look making me tense even as my throat closed up at the sight of it. I stared at the unfamiliar fae, my chest rising fast with my shallow breaths.

“Go, Ash,” Odran rasped.

“But—”

“I’ll be fine.” He and the fae were staring at each other now. “Go home.”

“I can get him,” I insisted, nocking another arrow. But my chest went unbearably tight when I aimed it at the fae’s face, my real arm trembling as it pulled the bowstring taut.

“Don’t,” Odran rasped, glancing back at me once. “Don’t do that. Go home. I assure you I’ll be fine.”

I lowered my bow and reluctantly stepped back off the rock, still staring at the fae. He gazed back at me in silence, black hair plastered to his cheeks. Even dripping wet, he was unnervingly beautiful—more beautiful than Odran.

My heart was beating too fast as I turned and walked quickly away from the lake, trusting Odran when he said he’d be fine.

“No need for bitter jealousy, prince,” I heard Odran rasp just before I walked out of earshot, making me frown in confusion.

I’d never seen that fae before in my life. Why would he be jealous?


Chapter Seventeen

Lonan

The kelpie and I stared at each other in silence for a long time after Ash left. I forced myself not to gaze after him, feeling ashamed of the brash actions that had stemmed from fierce, all-consuming jealousy at the sight of them sitting together. At what I had heard the kelpie say.

That didn’t mean I was going to back down.

“I’ll cut off your prick if you try anything with him,” I gritted to the kelpie, even though I had absolutely no right.

I’d destroyed my chance with Ash. I should have allowed him to move on. To find happiness with someone.

But I couldn’t. I was weak.

“Mm,” the kelpie drawled, quirking a brow as he eyed me. “We suspected as much. We saw you visiting him often at the cottage. Very often.”

I gritted my teeth, wanting to bare them at him again in a snarl.

“But he can’t remember you at all,” the kelpie added in a casual tone, but his eyes were still watching me closely.

Grief tightened my chest, no less intense than the first moment Ash had made his vow. When I stayed silent, the kelpie huffed and languidly swam deeper into his lake, as if I was no threat at all.

“Where are your loyalties, Prince Lonan?” he asked, still watching me. “Where do they lie?”

“With Ash,” I rasped immediately, even though he was unseelie. He could go and tell my mother, but I couldn’t have given any other answer.

“Then why doesn’t he remember you?”

I clenched my jaw, feeling the muscle spasm there. “He vowed to forget me.”

“When he found out your mother’s plan?” The kelpie nodded. “It hurt him greatly, I imagine. If you were together.”

I knew he was fishing for more information. I couldn’t have told him anyway. My mother had forced all of us to take a vow to never breathe a word of her plan, of Ash’s heritage, to anyone else.

“I know you didn’t kill his parents,” the kelpie rasped, making me jerk. But it was another thing I couldn’t answer. “I heard you and your brother. At the lake.” He peered at me. “He wants you for himself.”

Intense shame made me look away. I was utterly humiliated that anyone had witnessed Balor advancing on me that day, lust gleaming in his eyes. We are only half brothers, Lonan. I shuddered.

“I don’t know why you’re still following Ash. Watching him. You should leave him alone.”

I swallowed. “I can’t.”

“He escaped your mother’s claws. He deserves to live his life.”

“I just want to protect him,” I mumbled, feeling agonisingly exposed. But I had no one else I could say this to, not that I particularly wanted to say it all to the kelpie.

“The more you know, the more danger you put him in.” The kelpie was still watching me intensely. “Are the rumours true, Prince Lonan? That your mother never showed you the way to Ogma?”

I couldn’t tell him that, but I lifted my eyes and stared at him hard. After a moment, he nodded.

“That explains much.”

“Does it?” I snarled, my fingers twitching for my blade just to shut him up.

I hated the thought of anyone knowing my weakness. It was bad enough that Balor knew, but at least he was in the same position as I was. Totally under our mother’s control, our actions driven by her orders and the vows she’d forced us to make.

“If she orders you to come and find him in the forest, you will know exactly where to look.” The kelpie continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “He will be safer if you leave him alone completely. If you know nothing of his whereabouts or movements. He can fend for himself. I think he’s proven that, if he’s picking off your mother’s guards.”

He was right. I knew he was, but I couldn’t bring myself to agree out loud. The thought of not even getting to see him anymore made me want to weep. I helped him when I could, shifting into animals to watch over him, help him spot guards, make sure he made it back to his brother’s sidhe safely.

Being near him chased away the hollowness inside me for just a little while.

“I know he can fend for himself, but I still… need to,” I heard myself rasp, keeping my eyes averted.

I was so proud of Ash. Proud of how he was refusing to let my mother win, even though I worried constantly that killing her guards was affecting him mentally. I knew the pain of killing. I knew the torment of closing your eyes and seeing all the terrified, pleading faces staring up at you before their eyes went dim and their blood sprayed over your clothes.

Although it was different for Ash. He wasn’t killing innocent Folk—Folk who had done nothing but slight my mother, sometimes for the most frivolous things. He was killing out of necessity. He was refusing to back down.

“One day he will move on, even if he doesn’t understand why he cannot right now.” The kelpie’s voice made me stiffen, pain tightening my chest at the thought of it. “One day he’ll find someone else. Are you going to stop it? Are you going to keep him alone forever, even though he’ll never remember you?”

My eyes burned, guilt flooding my stomach like acid. I didn’t know the answer to that. I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to leave Ash alone. If I’d be able to sit and watch him find someone and fall in love with them. Watch him give someone else his soft smiles and sweet kisses. His body.

Everything inside me rebelled at the thought. He was mine. He was mine. My Ash. My oak king. And I was his. I would always be his. No one else’s.

But it wasn’t fair of me to expect the same from him.

He still wore my favour around his throat, even though he couldn’t have known why he had it or what it was. But the sight of it made weak, pathetic hope unfurl in my belly every time I spotted it under his shirt.

Did a part of him remember me? Somewhere buried deep? He’d said he did when he was looking for Ogma. He’d said he remembered me and missed me. He couldn’t have said those words if they hadn’t been true.

But that part of him was locked away now. Gone forever. He’d never visit Ogma again. He’d never again take those mushrooms that had allowed him to even faintly recognise me for a few precious minutes.

I needed to get away from the kelpie. I’d already said too much, even though it could never have helped. He was still watching me silently, and he didn’t react when I waded through the water to the bank and shifted into the crow. I flew away without answering his question.


Chapter Eighteen

Ash

Nua and Gillie had given me some more information about the Midsith and the exchange of power between the two queens.

The Midsith was a neutral place, which meant all powers were rendered useless the moment the Folk set foot in it and didn’t return until they reached their own land, to ensure no battles broke out when they left after the ceremony.

It was the only reason they were reluctantly letting me go and watch—not that they could’ve stopped me. Even if the Carlin did see me—which she wouldn’t—she’d be powerless. And the two courts did adhere to the tentative peace treaty, Gillie said. As much as the two queens hated each other, they didn’t attack each other’s people even with swords or claws on the days of Samhain and Beltane, although the threat of it always lingered.

It was all so petty. And ridiculous. I was glad to be out here in the woods, where no one cared about court politics. Although I often wondered how different the seelie court was to unseelie. Did they have a little village too? Gillie had said there were far more of them, so I imagined the land would be more built up and crowded.

Did the Brid live in a big, imposing palace that loomed over her land like the Carlin’s? Did she have guests, or was it as empty and lifeless as the unseelie court had always seemed to be?

Not that it mattered. I would never see it, despite the weird flitters of curiosity I sometimes got when I imagined the land I had come from. Was a part of. I was seelie and had never set foot on seelie land. How would I react to it if I did? Would it feel like home?

Would anywhere feel like a home again?

I arrived at the Midsith before dawn. I wasn’t entirely sure how I’d known how to get there, but I’d just walked until I found it, like I did every day while out hunting for the Carlin’s guards. Nua and Gillie had wanted to come with me, but I’d told them no. I didn’t want to put them at any risk whatsoever, and I wasn’t going to make them sit here with me in the cold and dark for hours until the courts arrived. I wasn’t going to make Nua see our mother, who had tried to kill him before banishing him from seelie land.

The Midsith was in the dead centre of the forest, as Nua had said, and the trees thinned out to create a narrow clearing around its edge.

It looked like a gigantic version of Nua and Gillie’s sidhe. A huge mound of earth, covered in moss and grass, with ancient wooden double doors facing me as I cautiously approached.

Protruding from the top of the Midsith was an enormous sword. I stopped and stared up at it. It was old and rusted, vines creeping over the blade and curling round the hilt.

Was this the First God’s sword? The one Ogma had told me about, that had impaled Fir Bolg’s head and created these woods?

I eyed the Midsith again. Was it really a sidhe—a hollowed out mound in the earth—or was it Fir Bolg’s skull?

They’d obviously been huge. That sword was mammoth, made for a giant’s hand. Did its blade cut down through the centre of the Midsith inside? I supposed I would never find out. It wasn’t like I’d ever set foot in there.

I shivered from the early morning chill as I reached the oak tree Odran had described. Pulling myself up effortlessly, I settled in its dipped centre and had a sip of hot tea from my leather skin. Then I sat back to wait.

By the time the sun rose, my clothes felt damp from morning dew, and my joints were stiff from sitting in the cold, unmoving for hours. I ate the breakfast Gillie had packed me and drank more lukewarm tea, then settled again to stay quiet. I wasn’t sure what time the courts would arrive, but I remembered it had been morning when the Carlin had left for the Midsith on Samhain.

It was late morning when I heard them. The Carlin and her Folk arrived first.

My backside was numb from sitting in the tree for hours, but I went completely still when I heard the thunderous pounding of hooves through the trees to my left.

Other solitary Folk had come to watch the courts arrive, but they hadn’t seen me. They sat around the bases of other trees, some with picnics, others drinking wine straight from the bottle. They perked up at the sound of the horses, whispering frantically to each other.

A black horse emerged through the trees first, its rider dressed in sleek black armour and gripping a long blade in his fist. I stared at him. I didn’t remember seeing him when I’d watched the Carlin and her court leave unseelie land on Samhain.

His eyes were black and cold, face aloof as he brought his horse to an easy stop and swung down, his boots almost silent on the forest floor. He didn’t even glance at the solitary Folk watching breathlessly, as though it was beneath him to acknowledge them.

I jerked my gaze away from him when a gleaming white horse appeared, the Carlin on its back. The murderous rage that simmered constantly in my gut grew and filled every inch of me as I stared at her, making my spindly branch fingers twitch for my bow. She was wearing a pale grey dress shimmering with white jewels. The blue stones in her white wood crown winked in the sunlight piercing the treetops.

But she didn’t look viciously smug like she had on Samhain. She was scowling, her bronze teeth hidden and her cobalt eye flashing with bitter resentment. She had to give the power back today, to the other queen. Fierce satisfaction at the sight of her displeasure made me want to grin.

Nua kept insisting that the Carlin was almost impossible to kill. But was she really? I could nock an arrow and drive it through her forehead from where I sat. I had a clear shot. I could do it. Surely she wouldn’t be able to survive that?

But then the rest of her court arrived, and I realised if I did do it, it would be chaos. At least some of these solitary Folk would get hurt if I did anything reckless, which I absolutely didn’t want. Ten guards followed behind the Carlin and her sons, with a small group of unseelie Folk bringing up the rear. I blinked when I noticed Belial among them.

Of course. He’d gone with her before. And poisons weren’t fae power. I had no doubt that he carried many on him for the Carlin’s protection inside the Midsith.

My gaze slid back to the three princes as they dismounted their pale blue horses. Balor’s blue eyes were narrowed as he slid them over the watching solitary Folk, cruel mouth twisting with disdain. His long white hair was pulled back into a severe braid, but his brother’s flowed loose around his shoulders. Bres wasn’t smirking for once, and he muttered something to Cethlen before pulling out a little flask and taking a sip.

Cethlen’s head was cocked as he listened to the whispers of the solitary Folk, and he slowly bent to set his hellhound at his feet. It sat there obediently, panting as its red eyes took in the forest with interest. Its nose twitched like it wanted to sniff around at all the new smells, but it refrained.

They were all here. All of them. The Carlin and her three sons. It still shamed me that I couldn’t remember which one had killed my parents, but it didn’t matter. They’d all played a part. They were all going to die.

Probably not today though. They were already striding into the Midsith, the black-haired fae pausing to let the Carlin enter first. His blade was still in his fist in a loose, easy grip, but he put it away before following her in.

Quiet descended when every single one of the Carlin’s procession disappeared inside the Midsith. Then the gathered solitary Folk started talking and laughing loudly. I could hear cruel taunts about the Carlin and the unseelie, sneers about the ridiculous court politics that played no role in the forest Folk’s way of life.

Except it did. If the Carlin had succeeded in keeping me captive after sloughing off my mortal skin, what would have happened to the forest? Perpetual winter would have killed everything off. Nature needed the balance, and she wanted to keep the balance tipped in her favour.

And I doubted she’d stop in her mad quest just because I’d escaped. I knew she hadn’t, because she was still sending her guards to search for me. Now I had more reason to kill her. Not just for the death of my parents, but to keep Nua and Gillie safe out here. To keep them happy and warm and fed in their sidhe. If the Carlin won, everything would die.

The Folk’s guffaws quieted. When I realised why, my gut tightened with fearful anticipation. I could hear something making its way through the forest to my right, but it didn’t sound like stampeding horses. I could still hear the clop of hooves, but it was lighter and steadier, and accompanied by the continuous roll of wheels over the forest floor.

A carriage emerged into the clearing in front of the Midsith entrance, flanked by two guards wearing deep green armour and carrying gold swords. It was fat and round like a pumpkin, made from thick, twisting branches that concealed whoever sat within. Two chestnut horses pulled it, and they came to a slow stop when the squat fae sitting on the front seat of the carriage clicked at them, his beady green eyes flitting over the watching Folk.

More guards followed, marching in unison until they stopped abruptly. One peeled off to walk to the side of the carriage, reaching up to reveal a door cut into the wood.

I stopped breathing when the Brid stepped out.

Her long, straight hair was the colour of fresh blood, falling down her back like a waterfall. Her eyes were just like Nua’s—solid green, with just a hint of yellow sclera when she cast a disinterested glance around.

She was smiling. Her lips were painted red to match her hair. Her skin was golden. Darker than Nua’s—a deep, burnished gold that glimmered. Her features were still fae-sharp, but softer than the Carlin’s, her cheeks plump with health.

I swallowed when my throat tightened as I stared at her, resisting the urge to stand up and show her that I was here.

This was my real mother. This was the woman who’d given birth to me. Weak, childish longing made my fingers clench in my shirt as I watched her, warring with bitter resentment at the thought of her abandoning me when I was a baby. Sending my brother to kill me as a boy.

She was tall and willowy, and her sage green dress flowed behind her like streams of water when she stepped away from the carriage. It glittered with brown stones and blood-red jewels. On her head was a circlet of twisting brown wood with bright green stones peeking out from within the slender twigs.

I finally tore my eyes away from her when a huge beast stepped out from between the trees to stop at her side. It was an enormous boar—even bigger than Ankou’s death hound—with monstrous tusks curving up from its lower jaw.

I remembered the effigy that the unseelie had burned on the night of Samhain. And the Carlin’s words—telling the big deer-faced fae to light the pyre so they could watch their tribute to the Seelie Queen, her “cherished King of Boars”, go up in flames.

“Are you ready, my dear?”

My breath caught at the sound of the Brid’s voice. It was smooth and deep, making my chest tighten even as my gut hungered for something I couldn’t name. Her words were powerful, I remembered reading in the Spellsmiths book. She was the most powerful spellsmith alive.

Hearing her say just those few words made an intense yearning rise inside me. To hear her speak—to just listen to her voice. But I didn’t know if that was because of her power, or if it was because she was… my mother.

She’d raised a long-fingered hand to stroke the underside of the boar’s giant snout. My eyes bulged out of my head when the beast spoke back.

“I am ready, my queen. Eager to begin the Mild Months.”

She laughed, green eyes sparkling. “As am I. Let’s go in. I see that bitter old hag has already arrived.”

The boar let out a great snort. “Indeed.”

The Brid swept into the Midsith with the King of Boars just behind her. Her guards followed, and quiet fell once again before the solitary Folk started talking and laughing.

“She really is a bitter old hag,” a raspy voice said jovially from somewhere near my right. “And her sons are just as cold and cruel.”

“Well, at least she has sons,” someone else said, a smirk in their voice. “The Brid has none anymore. No heirs at all.”

No, I wanted to shout. She does. We’re both here, in the forest. I’m right here!

I clenched my jaw and stared pointlessly at the closed door of the Midsith. I couldn’t leave yet, not without all these gathered Folk seeing me, which was too risky. One of them could have followed me, and I didn’t think I could bring myself to kill a random solitary fae. Not one who wasn’t really involved in the Carlin’s evil plans.

I’d have to wait until all the solitary Folk left, which probably wouldn’t be until after the courts reappeared and went back to their lands. My gut lurched at the thought of seeing the Brid again. What would she do if she saw me? Would she be pleased? Angry?

“Ash.” I heard a tiny whisper, and whipped round as my branch arm reached back for my bow.

I relaxed when I saw Odran slipping unseen up the tree. He wobbled after perching on the branch beside me, and I reached out to steady him.

“Appreciate it.” He let out an exhale, black eyes filled with disdain as he peered down. “I despise heights.”

“Why are you here?” I whispered.

“I wanted to make sure you were alright. There’s a lake close by that I travel to sometimes.” Black eyes gazed at me seriously. “I spoke to the prince.”

My brows pinched. “Who?”

“The prince. Who came to my lake when you were there.”

I stared at him. “Huh? I don’t remember seeing anyone while I was there.”

He watched me in silence for a moment, before murmuring, “Never mind. Did you see the Brid?”

My mouth flattened into a grim line. “Yeah.”

I didn’t voice the intense urge I’d felt when I’d seen her, feeling embarrassed by it. By the childish desire to stand up and yell, ‘Look! I’m here! Still alive! Full fae!’ just to see how she’d react. Whether she’d be pleased to see me. Whether she felt anything for me.

“Did it do what you’d hoped?”

I frowned at Odran’s question. I didn’t know what I’d hoped seeing the Brid would achieve or give me. I didn’t really know why I was here, except that aside from finally seeing my birth mother, I had wanted to see the Carlin. Her sons. To prove to myself that they were just people—killable, just like her guards. I imagined her face if I had stood up in the tree and stared down at her. If she and her sons had seen me, alive and healthy and full-fae, just like she’d wanted, but not trapped and chained up in her court.

No matter what I did—no matter how well I adapted to my new life out here—something always felt wrong. Off. Something was missing, but I didn’t know what.

Was it knowing about the Brid? Was it my unfulfilled bloodlust towards the Carlin and her sons?

The restlessness was growing inside me every day, urging me to do something. But nothing I did made it go away.

Determination stiffened my limbs. The Midsith was a neutral place. No powers worked in there. It was safe. It was the safest place in the world right now, with the two queens inside where they were defenceless.

I gritted my teeth. I wanted them to see me. All of them. I wanted to show the Carlin that I was whole and healthy and away from her grasp. I wanted Balor to see me with two fucking arms. I wanted the Brid to see me alive and full fae.

I wanted all of them to know they hadn’t won.

“I’m going in there,” I murmured before I even knew I was going to speak.

Odran stiffened beside me. “What?”

“I’m going in there. I want them to see me.”

“Why?” He sounded utterly perplexed.

I looked over at him, my brows pulled low. “They can’t do anything to me in there, can they? Not until they get back to their own land, and I’ll be long gone by then. The Carlin already knows I’m out here. So what difference does it make?”

“Because the Brid may not know,” he hissed. “And you don’t know what she will do when she finds out you are here. Alive and full fae.”

“She can’t do anything though,” I insisted, my mouth stretching into a wide grin. “She’s powerless in there.”

Odran shook his head, black eyes flashing as he glanced behind me at the Midsith. “It’s still a very, very bad idea, Ash. It will achieve nothing. And the Brid isn’t powerless in there. She still has her words. Her voice. She can make people do anything. Anything she wants, even without her powers as a spellsmith.”

“I’m doing it.” I moved to jump down from the tree, but Odran’s hand shot out to grip my arm.

“Please.” His black eyes were serious as he stared at me. “Think this through. Think of Nua and Gillie.”

Guilt made my stomach churn.

“I won’t say a word about them,” I promised him. “I’d never risk them. Ever.”

“I don’t just mean the risk to them. They love you. If they knew you were considering this—”

“I’ll tell them when I get home, I promise,” I whispered. “I won’t hide it from them. I just want to—I want…”

“This is foolish,” Odran hissed. “Anger is clouding your judgement.”

I faltered. I knew Odran was right. It was stupid and dangerous to even consider setting foot in there.

But then I pictured the Carlin and her sons. The Brid, wanting me dead as a boy. Boiling rage drowned everything else out. Calculating fury made me shake off Odran’s hand, drop down from the tree and stride towards the Midsith entrance, ignoring the startled sounds from the solitary Folk still gathered.

Fuck all of them. They would see that none of them had won. None of them had beaten me.


Chapter Nineteen

Ash

The Midsith fell utterly silent when I pushed open the door and stepped inside the cold circular room.

Guards on both sides drew their blades but didn’t move. The two courts were standing at opposite ends of the room, and I realised—this was Fir Bolg’s skull. I could see the eye holes, packed with dirt. The nose cavity opposite me, the giant yellowed teeth with vines growing between them.

The blade of the First God’s mammoth sword sliced down the middle of the vast room, still gleaming as if it had been forged yesterday, its tip buried deep in the earth beneath us.

My eyes fell on the Brid first. She was staring at me in shock, her fingers clenched in the fur of the King of Boars, whose beady eyes watched me carefully.

“You… you are my son,” she said faintly.

I nodded, then shifted my eyes over to the other side of the room. The Carlin was trembling with rage, her one eye murderous as she stared at me with bronze teeth on display in a furious snarl. I smirked at her, then flicked my gaze over her sons.

Balor’s cobalt eyes were wide as he stared at me, so I raised my branch arm in salute. He hissed, his hands clenching into fists by his sides.

Cethlen was totally still, his hand poised over the head of the hellhound in his arms. Bres was staring at me, and so was a black-haired fae on the other side of Balor. His dark eyes were wide with horror. I stared back at him for a moment before looking away. My eye caught Belial’s, and he gave me a tiny, almost imperceptible nod.

“Your mortal skin is gone.” The Brid was approaching me, which made me stiffen. “You are full fae. How?”

I slid my gaze back over to the Carlin, trying to ignore how hard my heart was pounding in my chest. Don’t show them any weakness. Any of them.

“She scraped it off me.” I nodded at her, managing to keep my voice emotionless. “She stole me and kept me on her land. She killed me to get it off so she could steal my power.”

The Brid froze, then whirled round to face the Carlin.

“You tried to steal my power from him?” she roared. “You stole my son to try and beat me?”

The Carlin said nothing, her eye still fixed on me and filled with the murderous rage I knew I reflected back when I stared at her.

“I will destroy you, you vile hag,” the Brid seethed.

The Carlin looked unsure of how to respond at first, and I grinned widely as I witnessed all her plans come crashing down around her.

She schooled her face into a cold sneer. “If only you could, you rotting corpse. Such a shame your halfling son chose to show his face here. On the one day and in the one place where you can do nothing.”

“But neither can you,” I said with a smirk.

She bared her bronze teeth at me in a furious snarl, her chest heaving.

“Come, my son.” A gentle, warm hand touched my shoulder, making me jump. “Come and join me. Come and stand with your people.”

“I…” I was suddenly doubting my reckless entrance into this place. “I don’t—”

“Where have you been, my dear?”

I stared at the Brid, into her deep green eyes. Something small and weak twisted in my stomach.

“Hiding in the forest?” Her lip curled, eyes flashing over to the Carlin. “My spies told me that her guards have been scouring the woods. For you, I assume. You don’t need to hide any longer.”

She palmed my cheek, gazing at me with kind eyes. “You should be with me. On seelie land.”

“I…” My heart was racing. For some reason, my eyes darted back over to the unseelie Folk gathered on the left side of the room, watching silently.

“Where else would you go?” the Brid asked softly, and my gut clenched with fear.

This was getting too close to putting Nua and Gillie in danger. Regret sank into the pit of my stomach like a lead ball. I’d been so stupid. So reckless and arrogant assuming I could just walk in here and laugh in the Carlin’s face with no consequences.

I followed the Brid to the right side of the room just to stop her from asking any more questions. The King of Boars eyed me as I approached, but said nothing.

I took my place beside the Brid at her insistence. She patted my arm once before letting go, and I stared with unseeing eyes past the giant blade at the Folk gathered opposite us.

“Isn’t this wonderful?” the Brid said to no one in particular. “My son gets to witness the transfer of power. The true start of the Mild Months, when the seelie court rises to its full glory.”

She shot the Carlin a slow, wide smile. “I do appreciate you reuniting us.”

The Carlin looked furious. Hot satisfaction flowed through my veins, chasing away the unease.

“Get on with it,” she snarled. “I can’t stand to look at your rotting face any longer.”

The Brid laughed. “So eager to cede the power, Lady of Elements. I must say, this winter wasn’t quite as cold as others in the past. Perhaps you’re losing your touch.”

Rather than answer, the Carlin jerked forward and strode to the centre of the room, making me tense up in a rush. She stopped in front of the giant blade and waited in silence, pale hands clenched into fists.

The Brid chuckled softly and swept forward to join her, steps slow and languid. No one spoke as the two queens raised their hands to the blade and sliced their fingers on its sharp edges, before walking to a small silver bowl on a pedestal at the back of the room. They held their hands over it so that their blood dripped inside.

“Ash, my dear, come and witness the power of our blood. The blood this hag tried so very hard to steal from your veins.”

I jerked at the sound of my name coming from the Brid. Licking my lips, I eyed the two queens nervously. Despite all my plans to kill her, the thought of getting close to the Carlin made my stomach twist with fear. I blinked, seeing her cruel face looming close when I was chained up in the freezing cold of her throne room. Feeling her sharp talons digging into my skin.

I forced myself to walk over to them, my steps halting and my boots the only sound to echo around the space. The Brid placed a gentle hand on my shoulder when I reached her, nodding down at the gleaming silver bowl in front of us.

I stared down at the blood swirling within it. One black and blue-tinged, one a deep golden-brown with a green sheen. They jumped and bounced like water in a blistering hot frying pan, repelling each other and somehow avoiding the tiny drain in the centre of the bowl.

Until the gold-green blood suddenly swirled faster, before it engulfed the blue-black blood and flowed down into the drain. The room went from chilly to warm in an instant.

“Ahhh.” The Brid tilted her head back, long red hair shifting in a wave. “Do you feel that? Glorious seelie warmth. Life and growth. The time for us to flourish.”

She looked over at the Carlin with a smirk. “No more frost. Your snow has already melted to nothing on your land, has it not?”

The Carlin still didn’t speak, stamping back over to her court and snatching up her staff from Balor. She cast me one last murderous glare before sweeping out of the Midsith. Her sons followed in silence, Balor watching me with narrowed eyes.

A black-eyed fae was staring at me too, but he looked away quickly when I glanced at him, pain tightening his features. I frowned, but was distracted when the Brid gripped my arm again.

“Let’s go, Ash. Let’s welcome you to seelie land, and to your people.”

My heart gave a mighty lurch in my chest. What? I didn’t want to go to seelie land. I wanted to stay here in the forest with Nua and Gillie. But if I refused, she’d start asking questions again. About where I’d been. How I’d stayed hidden.

I was panicking as I followed the seelie Folk out of the Midsith. My wide eyes darted frantically before they landed on Odran, standing at the base of the oak tree and watching me with a worried frown.

I glanced at the Brid. Her hand was still on my arm, her grip gentle. A sweet scent drifted over when she turned her head to smile at me, and I swallowed hard as a wave of longing rose up in my gut.

I tried to force it back—tried not to let childish yearning sway me or affect my judgement. It hadn’t escaped me that the Brid had seemed more concerned with the Carlin potentially winning their pathetic feud than she had with the Carlin actually capturing and killing me. Did she even think of me as her son?

Did she care?

Beside her carriage, the Brid stopped and turned to face me. I was taller than her, so she reached up to cup my cheek with a warm, long-fingered hand.

“My son,” she said softly. My belly clenched hard, and to my mortification, my eyes grew hot. “What is wrong? You don’t want to come with me?”

I didn’t. But I… did. I didn’t trust her but…

She’d abandoned me as a newborn. She’d tried to have me killed as a boy. But… did some part of her regret those things? Did some small part of her love me like mothers were instinctively supposed to?

My dad was dead. The woman I considered my actual mother, the woman who’d raised me and loved me, was dead. I had Nua and Gillie now, but I couldn’t expect them to look after me. To hug me tight when I needed comfort, when everything got too much, when this new world I’d been forced into felt too lonely. I couldn’t be that vulnerable with them. I wouldn’t let myself.

“Where have you been hiding, Ash?” The Brid’s soft, throaty voice pulled me out of my thoughts, and any weak, humiliating feelings of longing bled away as I registered the sly edge to her words.

I blinked, her inhumanly beautiful face coming into focus.

“Did you find friends out here?” she asked, still cupping my cheek gently, but her eyes were growing hard and calculating as she searched my face. “You can tell me, my dear. You are in no trouble. Who have you been staying with? Who helped you?”

Her voice was almost drugging, luring me to answer her. Like fish hooks digging deep into my belly to tug out the truth by force.

Was this what Odran meant? About the Brid still having her words, her voice, and therefore not being truly powerless, even after entering the Midsith?

My eyes darted back over to the kelpie, then away again just as fast, because I didn’t know what the Brid would do to him if she saw me looking.

“I’ll come with you,” I said in a near-whisper.

The Brid’s eyes flared, then narrowed with suspicion. She didn’t question me further, but that brief look made anxious fear stab through my gut, telling me that I was, once again, in way over my head.

As she ushered me into her carriage, I glanced back at Odran once more. Please tell them, I projected at him. Please tell Nua and Gillie. Make sure they know I’m still alive. Tell them I’m sorry.

I knew without a doubt that the Brid would look for me if I ran. She was saying soft words, calling me her son, but I’d seen the calculating gleam in her eye.

Gillie’s words rang terrifyingly clear in my head. ‘Don’t expect the Brid to be any better. Because she isn’t.’

I believed him.


Chapter Twenty

Lonan

“Did that hurt, little brother?” Balor murmured softly in my ear. “He looked at you like you were nothing. Like he didn’t even know you. That must sting just a touch.”

I clenched my jaw and said nothing, sure that I would fall to my knees if I allowed myself to react at all.

Balor’s nearness made my skin crawl, his words and the look in his eyes that day by the lake still burning in my mind.

“How does it feel to see him again after all this time?” Balor whispered. “Did you hope he’d fall on hands and knees like a dog when he spotted you? It appears you’ll have to find another to slake your tender young lust on, Lonan.”

I swallowed back bile, jerking my arm behind my back to clench my fingers together tight when I felt Balor’s cold hand brush mine.

I tried to block him out, even though I could hear him breathing faster beside me now. Bile burned the back of my throat from his proximity.

I focused on Ash. I tried to remember the only time I’d been happy, when I was with him and he had loved me and trusted me. It was getting harder to even recall how I had felt, the misery hollowing out my gut more and more with each day.

“Stop staring at him,” Balor hissed furiously. “He doesn’t want you anymore. He hates you.”

I ignored him. Balor didn’t know about Ash’s vow. None of them did. They didn’t know that Ash actually felt nothing for me anymore. That the moment he left this room, he’d forget ever even briefly glancing at me in here. My chest felt like it was going to collapse.

What was he doing here? Why had he come here? Terror made cold sweat break out beneath my ceremonial armour. Did he think the Brid would be kind to him because she was his mother? That meant nothing. She was as bad as the Carlin. She would keep him close only to use him—only for her own gain.

Run, I screamed at Ash in my head, staring at him even though he’d barely glanced at me once. Run, Ash. Hide.

When the Carlin stormed from the Midsith after the exchange of power, we were forced to follow her. I felt numb as I mounted my horse, my body aching to run back inside the Midsith and snatch Ash away from the Brid.

Did he think she would be any different to the Carlin? She wouldn’t. They were both terrible.

Had he just wanted to meet her? His birth mother? My heart ached for him. The woman who had raised him with his father was dead, killed by my brother. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to meet the woman who had given birth to him, as much as the thought of him with her terrified me.

The ride back to unseelie was tense and quiet, the Carlin storming ahead on her horse. The moment we crossed over the treeline, she let out a furious shriek that made my eyes twitch as I suppressed the urge to hunch my shoulders.

Our horses weren’t affected, so we rode to the palace as every unseelie fae remained frozen to the ground, staring fearfully at us as we passed. It wasn’t until we reached the base of the palace steps that their feet came unstuck. They all raced away, the land emptying in minutes as every fae hid in their homes and shops to try and escape the Carlin’s murderous rage.

To try and escape me. Because I would be the one she sent on a killing spree if she was so inclined.

As much as it made me loathe myself, I secretly hoped that her anger would stay solely focused on Ash and the Brid. We followed in silence as she stamped up the palace steps, the guards at the doors hurrying to open them in time for her to stride inside. Just as I was letting out a silent breath of relief that she wouldn’t send me to kill someone, she spun in the centre of the front hall.

“Lonan.” Her voice was a hard crack of ice, barely controlled rage trembling beneath her words. “Come here.”

Despondent acceptance soured my gut, but I kept my posture straight and unflinching as I strode towards her. I refused to wince when she snatched up my ear with clawed fingers and yanked my head down. Her breath was cold against the side of my face.

“Eliatha-Tethra de Cailleach,” she whispered, too quietly for anyone else to hear, and the power she wielded with my name made my spine go rigid. “Go to the dressmaker’s in the village. Kill the owner.”

She released my ear and stepped back. I refused to reach up and rub my stinging lobe, wondering if she’d broken the skin this time.

And I tried very hard not to acknowledge the vicious satisfaction and near rabid eagerness that flowed through me at her order.

“The owner,” I echoed, my voice flat. “The blond gancanagh, yes? Caom.” The name left me in a sneer.

“Not that one.” She waved a dismissive hand. “The other one. Dark hair, tall and skinny. Leave the blond one. We will still need someone to make clothes for the village. But the owner tried to overcharge my private dressmaker for some thread she wanted, so the greedy little pig needs to learn his lesson.”

She gave me a wide, sharp smile, bronze teeth gleaming. Patting my cheek, she added, “Get it done, blackbird,” before turning and sweeping out of the hall.

I kept my face expressionless as I turned to stride out of the palace. Bres watched me moodily as he swigged from his flask, standing beside Cethlen whose head was cocked, no doubt from trying to overhear everything our mother had said to me.

Balor’s eyes were fixed intently on me. I met his gaze and didn’t look away as I pulled the blade at my hip free, swinging it in a loose arc as I passed him. When he flinched back, I let one corner of my mouth curve into a smirk.

Balor’s jaw clenched, cobalt eyes flashing with anger. I didn’t give him a chance to make any remarks, striding out of the palace and down the front steps.

I was scowling before I reached the grass. So I wasn’t to kill that smarmy prick Caom—she wanted me to kill the other one. His cousin.

Maybe I’ll kill them both anyway, I thought as I made my way towards the village, swinging my blade again lazily. The Folk who had begun cautiously creeping back out of the buildings squeaked at the sight of me, scurrying inside and out of sight.

I hated the small part of me that relished their terror. This was all I was good at. Scaring them. Killing them. I had failed Ash in all ways. I had no control over anything else in my life, but in this… in this, I was a master.

And even if I didn’t end up killing that prick gancanagh, I could at least make him piss himself with fear. The idea of it chased away the constant hollowness in my gut for just a few moments. The task in front of me allowed me to focus—to channel my cold, murderous anger towards my mother and brother into something I could actually achieve. My fingers twitched around the hilt of my blade, the scar that ringed my forearm throbbing.

The village was utterly silent as I walked slowly down the street between the buildings. I didn’t rush. I could feel their eyes on me, watching in terror from windows and doorways. They were all wondering who I was here for. They were all wondering who could have done something to anger the Carlin.

Even though outwardly I was calm, my steps slow and measured, the all-encompassing urge to obey the Carlin’s order—to carry it out—filled me like a swarm of angry wasps. That feeling wouldn’t go away until I’d fulfilled her order. It made me tense, made my skin itch, made my head feel too full and clouded, but somehow sharply focused at the same time.

It was awful, but a feeling I was all too familiar with.

When I veered right towards the dressmaker’s, I heard a terrified shriek from within. Satisfaction burned like insidious frostbite in my chest at the pathetic sound.

They had locked the door in an attempt to keep me out. I booted it open, hearing the wood splinter under another terrified squeal from the back of the shop.

I stepped inside and stopped. The last time I had been in this place had been with Ash at the Winter Solstice. We had kissed in the tiny, curtained-off dressing room, both of us still wearing our Solstice crowns.

My teeth clamped together, chest aching so fiercely the pain nearly made me hunch over. Grief kept me frozen in place for a minute, until the faint whimpers from somewhere past the bolts of fabric filtered into my ears.

I pictured Caom’s smirking, smarmy face. His teasing smile as he touched Ash’s arm. His drunken, lustful gaze following Ash at every pathetic party he had been forced to attend.

Still palming my sword, I pulled free the green-gold dagger Ash had given me for my birthday. If I was going to kill that gancanagh, I was going to do it with the blade Ash had gifted me.

Despite the fact that I hadn’t moved an inch beyond the threshold of the shop, neither of them ran at me. Neither of them made an attempt to fight me off. I could hear one of them weeping, though I didn’t know which one, while the other frantically tried to shush them.

“Come out and face your fate,” I said in a bored voice, not bothering to specify who I was talking to.

The weeping increased in volume. No one moved. I let out an audible, irritated sigh and stepped deeper into the shop, my boots thudding on the wooden floor.

One of them squeaked in utter terror. I could hear their fast, wet breaths escaping in shallow spurts from behind hands clamped to their mouths in an attempt to muffle the sounds. My gaze tracked with disinterest over the curtain drawn across the doorway to that tiny dressing room. It twitched.

“I’m only here for one of you, but I could instead stab blindly into that curtain to ensure I get the Carlin’s intended target.” I examined the blade of the beautiful dagger Ash had given me as I spoke, my voice flat. “It won’t be my best work, but it will get the job done.”

One of them whimpered, and the curtain twitched more violently. Hushed, frantic whispers drifted over as I slowly sauntered closer.

“Do you know why I’m here, gancanagh?” I drawled, stopping when the curtain bulged out.

The tall, rake-thin shop owner was shoved from behind it, landing in a heap at my feet. My lip curled as I stared down at his whimpering, curled up frame before lifting my gaze to the heavy curtain. The prick, Caom, panted with fear behind it, staying perfectly still now that he had thrown his cousin to the wolves.

“P-please,” the shop owner whispered, drawing my attention back to him. His dark hair was damp with sweat, white shirt sticking to his chest and armpits as he lifted his hands pleadingly. “Please, I’ll—We can give you money. We can—”

He jerked back with a shriek when I lunged down to snatch up his sweat-damp shirt, hauling him closer to the dressing room. Ripping back the curtain, I stared down at Caom’s quivering frame, his face white and drawn with terror beneath slicked-back blond hair.

My fingers twitched around the hilt of my sword, the urge to stab this gancanagh in the gut or throat near overwhelming. He’d tried for months to get Ash into his bed. For that alone, he deserved to die, even if there was a tiny chance that his motives had been purer than I suspected they really were.

He had wanted something more from Ash. I was certain of it. He had been playing his own game.

“The Carlin has ordered your death,” I said with no inflection, still staring at Caom even though I wasn’t speaking to him. I relished seeing the last of the colour drain from his face, turning him grey. “For your slight against her. Against your ruler. Are you prepared?”

“W-who?” the fae in my grip whimpered, twisting futilely. “Who? Which of us—”

He stopped speaking abruptly, but I didn’t look away from Caom for even a second. The blond fae stared back up at me from his huddled ball on the floor, face shiny with sweat.

“No,” the other fae whispered, then started trying to scramble back. “No—Ankou, please, not me—”

I finally glanced back over my shoulder, but of course I couldn’t see Ankou and his death hound. I wasn’t the one about to die.

Caom sucked in a choked breath from within the tiny dressing room. When I looked at him, his wide copper eyes were fixed on the empty space behind me, in the same place as his cousin. They could both see the death fae.

Because I still hadn’t decided if I was going to kill them both yet.

“Look at me, gancanagh,” I said softly, still gripping the shirt of the whimpering shop owner as Caom’s terrified gaze slowly swung back to my face.

I didn’t look away as I tugged his cousin up higher. I didn’t look away as I jerked my arm down and slashed through the dark-haired fae’s neck in a quick, fluid swipe. I didn’t look away as hot blood pumped from the wound, coating my hand in seconds.

The angry buzzing inside me eased, lessening as the blood pumping out of the dying fae’s slashed throat. The closer he got to death, the calmer I felt as the Carlin’s order was slowly fulfilled. The sensation was horrible—the relief that soothed the discord inside me like a balm, mingling with self-loathing for what I’d just done. The two were too tangled together, impossible to pick apart.

Murdering the Folk my mother ordered me to was the only way to make the angry swarm inside me go away, and it was also the thing that made me loathe myself. I’d long since grown to accept it. In some ways, I’d grown to relish it.

I was the cold, unfeeling killer of the unseelie Folk. I was my mother’s puppet, more so than any of my brothers. I couldn’t change that.

Caom was close to hyperventilating as I finally uncurled my fingers from his dying cousin’s shirt. His copper eyes were fixed on the blood gushing all over the dressmaker’s shop floor. His cousin gurgled weakly, bleeding out too fast to do more than curl shaking fingers around the bottom of the dressing room curtain.

As the fae went still, I took a step closer to Caom. He jerked back, snot dripping from his nose as he shook his head and started sobbing, pleading with me. Crouching on my haunches, I reached out, ignoring him when he flinched back and screamed.

Yanking him closer by his shirt, I used the clean white fabric to wipe his cousin’s blood off my blade, keeping my eyes locked to his the entire time. Then I sheathed my sword and redrew my dagger.

“The Carlin only told me to kill your cousin,” I told him as I pressed the pad of my thumb to the tip of the dagger’s blade. “Do you think I will listen to her?”

“Please,” he blubbered, shaking wildly as he tucked himself into a tiny ball. “Please! I have done nothing to you!”

I clenched my teeth hard to stop myself snarling about everything he had done to Ash. He knew nothing of mine and Ash’s relationship—our former relationship. I didn’t think it would be wise to tell this sneaky little fuck anything.

“Do you think that matters to me?” I said instead. “Do you really think I won’t kill you just because I want to?”

“B-but—why would you want to?” He sobbed, sniffing to try and prevent snot dripping onto his trembling lips. It didn’t work. “I have done nothing to you or your family. I swear.”

Moving impossibly fast, at a speed only years of training achieved, I pressed the tip of my dagger to the soft underside of his chin. Caom choked on a breath, shaking so hard it looked like he was having a fit.

“Again,” I said softly, “do you think that matters to me?”

“P-please.” He sobbed again.

I stared at him for a long, silent minute, my lip curling into a sneer. Slowly, I stood up and kicked at his ankles, forcing his legs to jerk out and away from his body. When I saw the big wet patch staining the front of his pale green linen trousers, I huffed a derisive sound.

“I think I’ll kill you another day,” I told him, letting my mouth curl into a cold smile when wide, terrified eyes met mine. “But you can be certain of one thing, gancanagh. I will kill you one day. Purely because I want to.”

At that, I turned and stepped over his cousin’s cooling body to leave the shop, tracking bloody boot prints over the wooden floor.

The village was still deserted when I stepped outside, closing the door quietly behind me. I felt the weight of my mother’s order lift from my shoulders now that it had been fulfilled. But it was only a matter of time until she gave me a new one. Until she used my true name again to control me completely.

I didn’t know how to feel as I calmly walked back to the palace. The cold acceptance of killing for my mother had temporarily numbed the aching hollowness I felt constantly. Was that better, or worse? Was I going to become even more of an unfeeling killer just to run from the pain of losing Ash?

He wouldn’t want that—if he could still remember me. He wouldn’t have wanted me to become the monster my mother had tried to shape me into, so I couldn’t. I wouldn’t let myself.

Because if I did, the Carlin would win completely.


Chapter Twenty-One

Ash

“Tell me what happened, my dear,” the Brid said in a soft voice as the carriage started moving, making my heart clench in panic. “Tell me what that hag did to you.”

I swallowed, trying to tamp down the chill that settled in my bones when I remembered waking up in the Carlin’s throne room. Hanging there alone as the last of my strength faded until I was blind and the pressing darkness of death tried to smother me.

“She stole me from my home,” I said woodenly. “And kept me on her land, hoping I’d shed my mortal skin. When I didn’t, she chained me up in her throne room until I died and… came back. She said she was going to eat me bit by bit to steal my seelie power and keep the Mild Months from coming.”

The Brid trembled with fury. “That bitch thinks she can beat me?”

I waited for her to say anything else. For her to at least ask if I was alright—to say that she was glad I was here.

“And what happened there?” she asked instead, nose wrinkling slightly as she nodded at my spindly branch fingers sticking out of the cuff of my shirt. They clenched into a fist in reaction.

“Her eldest son cut off my arm as I was escaping.”

She quirked a brow at that. “And who gave you the new one?”

“I…” Panic and the inability to lie closed my throat up. I pictured Gillie—not Nua—so I could manage to scrape out, “A solitary fae.”

“Mm.” She was watching me closely. “It certainly looks crude.”

Anger made my branch fist clench tighter, the wood creaking. I forced my hand to relax.

“And how did you remain hidden in the forest, dear?”

The Brid’s voice was light, but I could hear the hard, calculating edge to it.

“I learned how to hunt. I’ve been killing the Carlin’s guards.”

She paused, then let out a warm laugh. “A hunter. Wonderful. Haven’t you grown up to be a surprise?”

I stiffened at that, then fixed my gaze on her.

“You wanted me dead as a boy.” I tried to make my voice hard, but it came out humiliatingly unsteady. “You tried to have me killed.”

I realised my mistake the moment I’d said it. The Brid’s green eyes flared before narrowing.

“And who told you that?” she asked softly.

Fuck. Panic kept me speechless for a few moments, before I realised I could answer without putting Nua at risk.

“The Carlin told me,” I said smoothly. “When she chained me up.”

The Brid eyed me for a moment longer before settling back in her seat.

“You believe every word that hag said?” she asked with a careless wave of her hand. “She twists her words, my darling, to suit her needs. I’m sure she tried hard to get you to believe all sorts of untruths.”

I resisted the urge to clench my teeth as I stared at her. Was she trying to deny it? Trying to trick me into believing it wasn’t true?

“Oh,” I managed to get out, my voice tight. “Alright then.”

“Look at you, beautiful boy,” the Brid cooed, leaning forward to clasp my hands. “That lovely golden skin. Your sweet little curls.”

I wasn’t a fucking child. She couldn’t fob me off with honeyed words to make me feel better. I looked away, trying not to flinch when she squeezed my hands.

“You’ll get settled in the palace. But first we have our Beltane festivities to celebrate. The Mild Months are here. You will witness seelie land in its full glory.”

I gave her a brittle smile. “Won’t that be nice?”

Her eyes narrowed again before she released my hands and leaned back in her seat, pursing her painted lips.

We spent the rest of the journey in silence.
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The seelie lands were bathed in reds and golds as we emerged from the forest, the sun setting over sprawling hilly fields and meadows already filled with wildflowers. Mountains loomed in the far distance, and a wide, fast-moving river cut through the land to our left as the horses trotted over lush green grass.

I spotted the town. It was much larger than the unseelie village; the buildings were taller and looked slightly more modern, though still archaic. Lanterns hung from the shop fronts, casting warm seelie fire over the streets.

The seelie court came into sight ahead of us. Rather than reaching high into the air like the Carlin’s palace, this was a low, sprawling building across a huge patch of land, with manicured lawns stretching out in front. It reminded me of Hampton Court Palace with its ornate red brick walls and turrets, but in contrast, a set of wide steps covered in lush grass led up to its arching front doors, like they’d been formed from the actual earth.

To the right of the palace, in a big meadow, I could see tents and stalls set up and Folk milling about, just like all the unseelie celebrations I’d been forced to attend. The carriage veered to head towards them, and all the Folk froze before a faint cheer went up.

I glanced over at the Brid to see her grinning widely in triumph as she smoothed down her dress. When the carriage came to a halt, she ignored me entirely and swept out of it. After sitting there for a few moments, I reluctantly followed.

The Brid grabbed my flesh arm in a clawing grip and dragged me to a small mound in the centre of the meadow, a single throne made from the huge stump of an old oak resting on top, part of the earth.

“Seelie,” she called once we were standing on the mound. I resisted the urge to fidget when all eyes turned to us. “The Mild Months are here. And my youngest son has found his way to us.”

They all stared at me. Some in shock, others in curiosity.

“I will chase away the Carlin’s bitter frost. I will usher in warmth and life. The lands will flourish with new growth. You may begin your celebrations, and when night falls, we will carry out our ritual to drive out the last of the cold.”

Ritual? What ritual? Unease tightened my gut. Would it be like the unseelie’s pyre and their tribute to the Brid—her King of Boars? He was slowly making his way through the gathered Folk to reach us, and the Brid stroked his snout when he came to a stop beside her.

She sat back in her throne, then ushered a fae with long brown hair forward.

“Get a chair for Prince Ash.”

I jolted at that, resisting the urge to twist my shirt in my fists. Prince Ash? What the fuck?

The fae returned promptly, heaving over a wooden chair with a tall back. When I went to help her, she jerked back and stared up at me in horror until I quickly stepped away.

I sat beside the Brid, stomach jittery with unease. Was I supposed to just sit here? With the Brid? I remembered staring up at the Carlin and her three sons on the night of Samhain. Seeing them looming above the rest of us, eyes bright as they reflected the cold blue-white fire of the burning effigy.

I looked around for a pyre, but couldn’t see one. Folk were talking and eating and drinking, but the atmosphere was more muted than any of the festivities on unseelie land had been. And I didn’t think it was because the seelie weren’t as wild. They looked just as wild as the unseelie Folk. There were short, slender female fae with bright orange hair and tanned skin who laughed together. Tall, lanky creatures that looked like they were made of wood lumbered past, roots dangling from their heads and arms.

A group of tall, slim Folk in refined clothes stood apart from everyone else, sipping from goblets and sneering at the Folk who were drinking from huge casks of ale.

I sat in silence beside the Brid as she and the King of Boars conversed quietly, my gut clenching with misery and regret. This was worse than any of the celebrations I’d been forced to attend with the unseelie. At least then I’d been able to have a drink and not just… sit here being gawked at. The Brid was ignoring me. Why was I even here? Why had she made me get in her carriage and come back here with her?

What did she want with me?

I kept looking around, like I expected someone to be watching me from the shadows. Strangely, the thought made my gut tighten with excitement. A totally bewildering reaction, one that made me tense with confusion.

Sometimes, in moments like this, my fae body still didn’t feel like my own. It was like it knew something I didn’t.

When it got dark, six guards marched up to us and bowed in unison to the Brid. She finally pulled her attention away from the boar to raise a brow at them.

“We are ready for the ritual, my queen. We await your choices.”

I straightened at that, watching intently. The Brid’s deep golden face stretched into a slow smile, and she cast her eyes over the gathered Folk. Torches had been lit around the meadow, their warm orange fire flickering.

When the Brid lazily pointed out six of the Folk, I watched with a strong sense of foreboding as the guards spread out to grab each of them. Some froze in shock, others started thrashing and screaming.

They were all bound and dragged to the empty space in front of the Brid’s throne as everyone else fell silent.

“You have been chosen,” the Brid told them, even as most of them screamed and wept. She ignored them, raising her voice to still be heard. “Be grateful for your sacrifice.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. Sacrifice?

“Start with the driath,” she said with a flick of her hand towards one of the tall branchy creatures, his face wide and flat and green eyes bulging with terror.

“No,” the driath cried, struggling in his bonds. “P-please, Lady Brid, choose someone else. My family will—My children—”

“Shut him up,” the Brid barked, and the guard slit the driath’s throat in the next instant.

Despite his skin looking like wood, dark brown blood poured from the wound. He choked for long, agonising moments until he went slack in the guard’s hold. The guard stepped back, carelessly letting the driath’s dead body crumple on the grass. Another driath, with more delicate features, wailed nearby. Three smaller versions were frozen beside her, staring at their father’s body on the ground.

They did the same with the rest of them until six seelie Folk lay dead at our feet. The Brid gleefully informed me that they did the same on Samhain, to ward off the cold of the Bitter Months with hot seelie blood.

I managed to ask her why she did this—what it achieved. I felt sick to my stomach, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the six crumpled bodies on the grass. They were ignored by the rest of the Folk, who stepped around them as they began drinking and dancing. Blood soaked into the grass, a mix of colours that created a dull brown.

The Brid laughed.

“It achieves nothing, my dear, except to show the might of the seelie court. The Carlin’s spies watch us from the forest. This”—she swept an arm out—“is nothing but a taunt to her. We have a glut of Folk on our land, Ash. More than that hag could ever hope for. We are showing her just how powerful we are. That these six Folk are worthless. Replaceable. They mean nothing.”

I tried to swallow the lump in my throat, unable to answer her. The Carlin was awful, but I’d never witnessed her kill her own subjects just for the sake of killing—just to taunt the other queen.

The unseelie had at least seemed happy in their day-to-day lives. The seelie Folk were celebrating the start of the Mild Months, drinking and dancing, but the atmosphere was completely different. Tension ran beneath the festivities. There was a constant fear lurking among all of them as they waited to see what their ruler would do. Who she would slaughter next.

I had to sit there with the Brid until she retired for the night, patting my cheek and telling me she would see me for breakfast. A fae servant showed me to my bedroom, which had a big hearth already lit, and a huge four-poster bed. I nodded at them in thanks, and once they had left, stood there in the centre of the room. I was numb.

What had I done?

My mouth trembled, but I forced myself not to cry as I walked unsteadily to the strange bed. Why had I marched into the Midsith? Why had I been so arrogant and foolhardy, thinking I could ever outwit the two queens?

I wished I knew why there was a hollow ache in my chest. My new arm hadn’t filled it. Growing to know Nua and Gillie hadn’t filled it. Killing the Carlin’s guards and taunting her in the Midsith hadn’t filled it. Meeting my birth mother, being here on seelie land, wasn’t filling it.

It felt like I was always going to be missing something vital, but I had no idea what. Would killing the Carlin and her sons finally do it? Finally fill the void inside me? Somehow, I knew it wouldn’t. But that didn’t mean I was going to give up.

I could still hear the Beltane festivities taking place in the nearby meadow. I went and stood at the window, staring out, trying very hard not to feel as trapped as I had in that little cottage on the Carlin’s land.

I jumped when a pure black moth settled on the stone window ledge outside. I stared down at it as its wings opened and closed gently. Something about it soothed me—made me reach up to the glass to trace its outline with my fingertip.

It fluttered up, but rather than flying away again, it landed on the windowpane directly over my finger. I swallowed hard, fighting the inexplicable urge to cry.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Ash

The Folk all loved their fucking names, and I was learning every single one that the Brid went by.

The Brid. Lady Brid. The Seelie Queen. Seelie Ruler. Queen of Dawn. Wielder of Words.

The more important a fae was, the more titles were bestowed upon them. It was ridiculous. Pompous.

I already knew the Carlin’s. Unseelie Queen. Lady of Elements. Queen of Winter.

The seelie had a name for Nua too. He’d been the Golden Son, but not anymore. Not since he refused to kill me and was banished after our mother missed her chance to kill him. Now he was simply known as the Traitor.

It made very little sense to me, seeing as I’d been welcomed onto seelie land and into the Brid’s court—the very person Nua had been banished for not killing. She’d wanted me dead as a boy, but now that I was full fae, I was of use to her?

She hadn’t tried to use my fae name to get me to do something yet. I didn’t know if she ever would, but I was eternally grateful for my secret second name, just in case.

She didn’t feel like my mother. Mags had been my mother. Mags had raised me and looked after me and loved me. This woman had abandoned me as a baby and tried to have me killed.

I regretted ever coming here. Ever going to the Midsith to see her. I’d allowed my hot, festering rage for the Carlin to cloud my judgement, making me focus only on my fervent need to destroy her as she had destroyed me.

Odran had been right. The Brid’s words were her weapons, and she’d still had those in the Midsith. I still wasn’t entirely sure how she had managed to get me to obediently stand at her side in there and get into her carriage to come here without any resistance. I’d just… done it. I’d been scared for Nua and Gillie, but I’d still just… obeyed her.

And now I was stuck. In a bigger house, in another court, but no different to how I’d been stuck in that cottage on the Carlin’s land.

I’d been given a sumptuous room in the palace. I ate breakfast and dinner with the Brid every day. She called me her son and cooed about how beautiful I was, how she could see herself in my glorious fae form.

It was all a game.

We danced around each other, always wary, always careful with our words. I didn’t know what she suspected of me, but I knew she didn’t trust me fully. And I didn’t trust her even a tiny bit.

I found out that I could still go into the forest—I wasn’t actually trapped here, like I had been on the Carlin’s land—but I didn’t dare visit Nua and Gillie until I knew that the Brid wasn’t having me followed. And if I left for good, she’d come looking for me. Just like the Carlin had.

I’d been a complete fool.

I’d thought I was getting better at being fae. At navigating my way through the Folk’s customs and traditions and tricky words. But I wasn’t. I was still too naïve and impulsive. I wasn’t calculating enough to deal with the Brid. I was only twenty-one, for fuck’s sake. I didn’t know exactly how old she was, but I knew she’d been alive for centuries. How was I supposed to compete with that?

I walked into the dining room after a week at the seelie palace and waited at the spot already laid out for me, not sitting down until the Brid swept into the room and placed a delicate kiss on my cheek. She smelled cloyingly sweet, like rotting flowers.

I sat when she did, feeling vacant as we started eating. A Folk server appeared to pour our tea, looking away quickly when I smiled at them in thanks.

I missed Nua and Gillie fiercely. Our easy breakfasts in the tiny sidhe kitchen, which was always warm and smelled faintly of earth. Laughing at the sheer amount Gillie ate. Drinking coffee and talking about what we would do that day.

“I think it’s time we invited the Unseelie High Fae for dinner, don’t you?”

I froze, unable to look up from my plate as the Brid’s smooth, musical voice pinged in my consciousness. When I sensed her eyes on me, I slowly carried on eating.

“Why?” I managed to ask in a flat voice.

“To show that bitch that she didn’t win. That she will never win.”

On the surface, it sounded like she was on my side. That she wanted to put up a united front—mother and son—to show our strength and bond.

But I knew she was full of shit.

I nodded once. “Of course.”

“Wonderful. I’ll get the staff to start preparations. We’ll serve spring lamb. And venison. Some form of roasted bird especially for her youngest son.” She snickered cruelly.

My brows twitched but I said nothing. Why would Cethlen care if she served bird?

“What if she refuses?” I couldn’t help but ask.

The Brid gave a delicate snort. “She won’t. She knows just how weak she would appear if she did.”

“Isn’t it dangerous to have them here?” I didn’t voice what I really wanted to. Would the Carlin try to take me?

The Brid snorted. “Dangerous? No. She’s not foolish enough to try anything while outnumbered and completely surrounded by seelie. Not that she could ever hurt me, dear.”

I wasn’t thinking about her hurting the Brid. I was thinking about her hurting me. Again. But the Brid didn’t seem to even consider that.

I jumped only slightly when she rang the bell that was always in front of her to summon staff. A fae appeared almost immediately, bowing as they came to a stop. Their long, dark brown braid swung over their shoulder with the movement.

“Issue a formal invitation to the Unseelie Court for dinner,” the Brid drawled. “The Carlin and her sons. Tomorrow night.”

I glanced up to see her grinning widely at me.

“My darling son will welcome them to his new court.”
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I paced the tiny stone-walled garden, shifting uncomfortably in my clothes.

I’d found this place after a few days at the palace, and it was the only part of the court where I felt even marginally comfortable because it was always deserted. No one ever came here, and the maze of stone walls that sectioned off the grounds made me feel safer. Like I could get away if I needed to.

It was a sprawling rose garden, every different colour and size of rose growing up trellising nailed to the walls, interspersed with low, ground-covering bushes with fragrant flowers. It smelled almost cloyingly sweet, especially in the growing spring warmth, but I needed to be truly alone for a few minutes. Away from the palace and the Brid and her staff.

The Carlin was going to arrive at any minute. I knew I had to go and join the Brid in the banquet hall, but I continued to pace until I heard the stampede of hooves. Tugging on my dark green shirt—wishing I didn’t have to have it tucked in—I made my way to the banquet hall to be there when they arrived.

“Where have you been?” the Brid snarled angrily, before schooling her features into a soft smile with visible effort. “My dear, it would have been such a shame if you weren’t here to greet them.”

I said nothing, going to stand to the right of the Brid’s throne as she settled in it. It was made of petrified wood, dark grey and brown with iridescent colours gleaming on the carved seat and back. The King of Boars was already standing on her left, and I could feel his eyes on me as I took my place.

Two long stone tables had been set out in the hall. It looked like the two courts wouldn’t actually be eating together. Only three places were set on the one closest to the Brid’s throne. Just me, her and her King of Boars. There was a wide silver trough in his place, gleaming with inlaid jewels.

Food had already been laid out along the edges of the hall. Platters of steaming fish dotted with slices of lemon, lamb chops smothered in mint sauce, a rich venison stew that I now knew was a taunt to the Carlin—the unseelie revered deer. There were wide, shallow bowls piled with roasted bird wings and several whole roasted chickens surrounded by carrots and potatoes.

Fresh fruit was piled high in ornately carved wooden bowls—peaches, strawberries, apricots, cherries and balled melon dotted with fresh mint leaves. There was a huge glass dish containing a twenty-layer trifle in bright colours interspersed with fresh cream.

Seelie Folk milled around already—nobles and courtiers who the Brid kept the palace filled with for her entertainment and to hear their gossip. It was a marked difference to the cold emptiness of the Carlin’s court, and I wasn’t sure which I hated more.

Most noble Folk were tall and willowy, with long, sweeping hair in earth tones tied up in intricate braids. Server Folk darted between them, heaving in platters of food, huge carafes of sparkling seelie wine and barrels of ale. I knew the names of some of them now. Broons were the squat male fae with beards who cooked the food in the palace. Clurcans were Folk who looked like withered old men, with skinny arms and legs. They brewed the ale and made the wine.

I despised the weak clench of fear my stomach gave when the Carlin swept into the room in a long white dress, visibly trying to look carefree—like she wasn’t seething with cold fury at the sight of me. But her one eye locked onto me immediately, lip pulling up to show her bronze teeth in a snarl.

“Queen of Winter,” the Brid drawled from beside me, not rising from her throne. “So pleased you could join us for dinner. And with your darling sons too.”

The Carlin’s three sons were behind her, along with a handful of guards and a fae with black hair and black eyes. There was a long blade at his hip, and I guessed he was the Carlin’s personal guard. Her protector.

I could sense him watching me, but I was too tense to look at any of them for long. I turned my gaze to the Folk watching at the sides of the hall, then clenched my teeth, angry at myself for displaying such weakness.

But I felt weak when I looked back at the Carlin. All my grand plans to kill her and her sons—they seemed so impossible now as she stood opposite me in this room, her cold, dead eye fixed on me and the murderous anger twisting her cruel features. I’d been brash and stupid, strolling into the Midsith where I knew she couldn’t hurt me. Where I knew I was untouchable.

She was the Unseelie Queen for a reason, just like the Brid was Seelie Ruler for others. They were unfathomably powerful. Stronger than I could ever be.

“And now my son is here with me too,” the Brid continued with a smirk in her voice. “Full fae. His power intact. My blood still running through his veins. It seems all your plans have crumbled to ashes, haven’t they?”

“You invited me here to taunt me?” the Carlin snarled, her eye still fixed on me. “You and your little half-breed son. Do you think I am impressed? He may be full fae, but he will always have dirty mortal blood in his veins, tainting your seelie ichor.”

She sneered the last words, then finally let her gaze slide to the Brid.

“What a mess you have made, Lady Brid.” Her thin, pale lips tipped into a smirk. “Two sons, yet no true heir. Just a half-breed and a pig for company. What will happen to the seelie court when Ankou finally pays you a visit?”

“Watch how you speak to me in my court, hag,” the Brid snarled.

“If you deserved any respect, I would give it to you,” the Carlin sneered. “But look at you. Spreading your legs for mortal men to delve between them. And look at the outcome. A half-breed abomination beside you. What good is he to you anyway? What use is he? Look at him.”

I could feel the burn travelling up my throat, but I pushed back the humiliation and let the rage wash over me. I was going to kill her. If it was the last thing I did.

The Brid didn’t defend me in any way—and I loathed the tiny, childish part of me that had hoped she would. She straightened in her throne, her green eyes murderous as she stared at the Carlin.

“Is that your true opinion, Carlin? Is that why you stole him to bring down my court? You seemed to think he would be useful then. You were desperate to sap my blood from his veins. You think he can be of no use to me? You think my court weak?”

She was vibrating with fury, but I sensed her try to calm herself. My gaze darted to her and away again just as fast as she turned her head to look at me.

“Come here, my son,” she said demurely, beckoning me with one slender hand.

I forced myself not to hesitate, feeling the Carlin’s one piercing eye on the side of my face. When I reached the Brid, she gestured for me to lean down.

“Acherone al Brid,” she whispered in my ear, making my heart stop dead in my chest. “Shoot that broon in the head.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Ash

My heart felt like it was going to explode as I slowly straightened and looked over at the broon standing close to the dining table. He was clutching an empty tray, having just set down our dinner on the table, and when he sensed my gaze on him, he froze. Little brown eyes stared back at me, wide and fearful.

My stomach squeezed into a tight ball. I didn’t know what to do.

If I refused, the Brid would know that I had my second name. That she couldn’t control me. What would she do to me then? Get her King of Boars to gore me? Tell the Carlin that she was welcome to have me? I still wanted to kill the Carlin and her sons, but now that they were here, in front of me, I didn’t feel ready. My heart pounded wildly. Sweat beaded on my hairline.

Would I have time to escape into the forest if the Brid realised I was no use to her and decided to kill me? Nua had made it. But Nua was true fae. I had my fae skin, but was I really like the rest of them? I still had my mortal life. My mortal memories, which made me softer. Weaker. Just like the Carlin had said.

If I ran, the Carlin would come after me again. I knew that without a doubt. And I would have nowhere to go. I couldn’t go to Nua and Gillie’s. I would never risk them.

I had nowhere else. I could try to kill as many of them as I could, but eventually my arrows would run out. Eventually I’d have nowhere to run or hide.

I couldn’t just stand here. I had to do something. When I glanced at the Brid and saw her brows twitch first with confusion, then suspicion, panic made me reach for my bow and nock an arrow.

When I pointed it at the broon, my heart hammering, his brown eyes flared with terror.

“No—please—”

I forced myself to release the bowstring. Forced myself not to flinch or shut my eyes or look away as the arrow drove into the fae’s forehead, giving him a clean, painless death.

But he was still dead. I’d killed him.

I’d just murdered him for absolutely no reason.

Somehow my hands remained steady as I put away my bow, but my eyes stayed fixed on the dead fae on the floor. I couldn’t look away. My breaths escaped through my nose in trembling exhalations that I desperately hoped the Brid couldn’t hear.

“Do you see now?” she asked the Carlin with a smirk in her voice. “He is my weapon to wield. Not yours. You have your precious assassin son,” she added with a sneer. “Now I have my hunter. He will kill who I say he will. He will do what I want him to. He is mine to control.” She looked over at me and smiled widely, reaching up to cup my cheek. “Shall we eat?”

I stared at her, trying to mask the horror. Eat? She wanted to eat? The fae’s body was still on the floor.

It stayed on the floor throughout the entire meal. The Brid didn’t order anyone to remove it, so it lay there beside the dining table in a pool of blood as I choked down meat and bread before pushing my plate away.

I couldn’t stop looking at it, my eyes darting over there repeatedly. I felt cold and clammy, my heart still racing like I was on the verge of a panic attack.

The body stayed there as we rose from the table, and the noble Folk awkwardly mingled while the Brid returned to her throne to smirk at the Carlin, who sat at the far end of the other table with Balor, seething quietly. Bres was drinking, muttering to a vacant Cethlen whose head was cocked as he listened.

I edged my way towards the side door that led to the Brid’s private part of the palace. As far away from the corpse as I could. And then I was slipping out, walking quickly through the palace until I burst outside into the little rose garden that was always empty.

I killed someone. I killed someone.

I’d killed countless guards, but that was different. They’d been looking for me to drag me back to the Carlin. That fae had just been… there. Doing his job. And now he was dead.

I tried to suck in air as I blindly walked through the twisting walls of the garden. My body reacted to the faint sound of footsteps behind me before my brain had even registered it. I whirled round, my chest heaving with awful adrenaline.

A beautiful fae with black hair and sorrowful black eyes stood there. I frowned in confusion. I didn’t recognise him. I hadn’t seen him inside with the rest of the Carlin’s contingency.

But he looked unseelie. He was wearing the sleek black leather armour that the rest of them were. It hugged his lean, long-limbed frame distractingly, and I jerked my eyes back up to his when I realised I’d been staring.

“What are you doing?” I asked suspiciously, fingers twitching for my dagger. “Why did you follow me?”

The fae swallowed, arms hanging at his sides. When my gaze dropped to the blade at his hip, I tensed and drew my dagger in the next breath.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he told me in a low, husky voice that made my skin tingle, for some reason. “I… You seemed upset.”

I tensed even more.

“I’m not—” I couldn’t get the lie out.

He just stared at me, big black eyes so sad that my dagger lowered, just a little.

“It’s not your fault, Ash,” he said hoarsely. “What she made you do.”

But it was. I didn’t have to do it. She couldn’t control me with my name. To my utter mortification, my eyes got hot.

“Leave me the fuck alone,” I seethed to try and hide it. “You think you can just follow me out here and I won’t kill you? You just saw me kill someone for no reason.”

Saying it out loud made panic tighten my chest. I tried very hard to hide my quickening breaths.

The fae drew his blade in a rush, moving faster than I ever could. But rather than fly at me, he threw it to the side somewhere, into the bushes. Then he took a step closer, making my breath hitch with panic.

“I don’t know why you’re here,” he began in a low voice. “What you are planning, but I understand what you… have to hide.”

What? I bared my teeth at him. “You don’t know anything.”

“Please don’t get yourself killed, Ash.” His mouth trembled, pink and blue glimmering in his black eyes. “Please be careful.”

“Whatever you’re trying to do won’t work,” I snarled, adjusting the grip on my dagger.

He shook his head. “I’m not trying to do anything. I just didn’t want you to be alone after that. I know the pain of it.”

I stared at him, my chest pumping too fast, my blood too hot in my veins as the terrible adrenaline from murdering a fae for absolutely no reason continued to course through me.

“Who are you?” I asked.

Pain tightened his eyes for a moment. “Lonan.”

I pursed my lips. “I don’t remember you from unseelie.”

His lips quirked into a tiny sad smile that made my throat close up.

“We knew each other well.”

I stared at him with a hard frown. “What?”

I couldn’t remember him at all. But the way he’d said that… I flushed. Had I gotten drunk and fucked this fae one night after going to the tavern? I couldn’t remember ever doing that. I couldn’t remember ever getting drunk at the tavern.

There was one night… I remembered having a little Christmas celebration alone in my cottage a few days after the Winter Solstice. I’d gotten drunk then—I definitely had. And the rest of that night was a blur.

My face grew hotter. Had I stumbled into the village and picked up this fae?

I cleared my throat. “I… You mean…?”

His cheeks flushed faintly, and I resisted the urge to bite down on my lip as sweet warmth filled my chest, chasing away some of the churning guilt that was making me feel sick.

When he nodded, my hand with the dagger dropped to my side. I cleared my throat again, feeling incredibly awkward that I didn’t remember it.

And really fucking annoyed. I’d fucked this fae—this mind-blowingly beautiful, husky-voiced fae—and didn’t remember it at all?

“Really?” I asked hesitantly, then flushed deeper. I was making it far too obvious that I couldn’t recall a second of our encounter.

“Yes, but…” The fae took a halting step closer, making my breath catch in my throat—but for a different reason this time. He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“No,” I blurted. “I…”

I didn’t know what I wanted to say. What I wanted to do, as I stared at this beautiful unseelie fae in the dark. Adrenaline was still making me vibrate, making me feel hot and restless, filling me with urgency to do something.

He was standing close now. And his blade was gone, carelessly discarded in the bushes. If I lifted my hand, I could touch him.

I wanted to touch him.

The dagger slipped from my fingers and landed on the stone with a clatter as I closed the distance between us and kissed him hard. I had no idea what I was doing. Why I was doing this. But the moment my lips touched his, it felt right.

And the fae was kissing me back. He let out a helpless sound against my mouth, then his arms were wrapping around my neck and his fingers were in my hair, and it felt so good that I moaned as I thrust my tongue against his.

I blindly backed him up into the wall and plastered my body against his front, my spindly branch fingers dropping to grip his firm ass too tight. I was being far too forward, but the fae was clinging to me and kissing me like he never wanted to stop, and I couldn’t have stopped in that moment.

We both moaned breathlessly when our hard cocks rubbed with layers of leather between us. God, I needed this. I hadn’t fucked anyone in so long—not that I could remember, anyway—and my body was on fire, too keyed up from what I had done. Too desperate to forget it, to chase away the guilt, just for a little while.

I was shaking hard already. I reached between us with a trembling hand and palmed his hard cock through the leather, groaning into his mouth as I mapped out the long, stiff outline of him. Fuck, I wanted it. I didn’t care how. I was ravenous for him, so surely whatever forgotten night we’d spent together had been good. Surely he could make me feel good for a little while, at least. Make me forget.

The fae shuddered from my eager touch. I was sure he’d told me his name, but I’d forgotten it already. Shame almost made me pull back, until he fisted my hair tighter and thrust his tongue into my mouth. I melted, gentling my touch against his cock to rub it through the leather.

“Ash.” The fae’s head tipped back against the stone wall, breaking our kiss.

I kissed across his jaw to his neck, trailing my tongue down the straining tendon as he panted and his hips bucked into my hand. I finally let go of his ass to fumble with both hands for the lacing on his trousers, reaching in when I got it open to feel the hot, hard length of him. I moaned against his neck, still shaking like I was already on the verge of coming.

But when I went to pull him out, he stiffened against me.

“No, wait.”

I let go immediately, my face heating with shame and embarrassment as I jerked back. “God, I’m sorry—”

“No,” he blurted again, still breathing hard. His black eyes flashed with arousal and regret. “I want to. More than you know. But… we can’t.”

I tried to calm my raging body, reaching up with a trembling hand to shove my wild curls back from my face. I nodded. “Because… because I’m seelie?”

He let out a tiny, pained sound and shook his head. “No, that’s not why.”

I cleared my throat, wishing my shirt covered my straining erection as I took another step back. “Alright. I’m…”

I resisted the urge to apologise again. In the sudden, jarring silence, the fae let out a shuddering breath and fumbled with the lacing on his trousers, making my cheeks heat.

“I’m sorry,” I croaked before I could stop myself.

He looked up at me as his face crumpled with pain. And grief, which I didn’t understand. But then he was stepping closer and cupping my face, resting his forehead against mine.

Hesitantly, I palmed his sides, resisting the intense desire to pull him closer. Something else I didn’t understand, except that I knew I wanted him fiercely. So much that my chest was tight, and my throat spasmed as I fought the urge to cry.

“I love you,” the fae mumbled hoarsely, making me tense up.

But then he was stepping back and retrieving his blade from the bushes before turning and walking away, back towards the palace. I didn’t move as I watched him, not realising my hand had crept up to my throat until I felt my fingers curl around something there.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Lonan

“That bitch thinks she can parade him in front of me like a trophy?” the Carlin seethed as she strode towards her throne.

The four of us followed in silence, taking our places once she’d sat. As I stared ahead of me at nothing, I tried not to think about the taste of Ash’s mouth. The feel of him pressed up against me, his strange new arm gripping me to him so tight, like his body wanted me close, even if he didn’t understand why.

I’d seen the pain in his eyes after he’d killed that seelie fae. The horror at what he had just done. I knew it well. And I knew he would be tormented now. She’d surely whispered his name in his ear to get him to do it, but that wasn’t his name anymore. He had his second name. He’d found Ogma.

So he had a reason for being there, and a reason for keeping her in the dark. But I didn’t know what that was, and terror for him filled every inch of me.

I blinked rapidly and made sure my cold mask was in place, feeling Balor’s eyes on the side of my head.

“She thinks she can taunt me?” the Carlin continued, her voice shaking with cold rage. “I brought him here. I shed his mortal skin. She didn’t even want him.”

“And don’t forget his taunts too, mother,” Balor drawled, smirking over at me from his throne. “Killing all your guards. Striding into the Midsith where he knew he was untouchable. He was laughing at you then, just like his mother is now.”

The Carlin trembled with rage. “Little seelie pig.”

“Now that we know where he is, why don’t we just go and take him?” Bres sounded bored.

“We can’t remove him from her land, you utter fool,” the Carlin seethed. “Not alive. And we can’t set foot back onto seelie land without her invitation.”

“Well.” Balor’s slow drawl made me stiffen. “One of us can. If he flew over the border as a little bird.”

The Carlin went very still, before her one cobalt eye shifted to me, already gleaming. My heart started to pound, even as I gazed back at her impassively.

Fuck. No. No no no no no

“Come here, my little blackbird,” my mother crowed.

I couldn’t move. Her eye flared with rage. Balor and Bres both turned to stare at me from their seats, so I rose on legs I tried desperately hard to keep steady. Cethlen’s head cocked beside me, fingers pausing on his hellhound’s back.

My boots were the only sound that echoed in the throne room as I approached her. I clenched my fingers tight together behind my back as she gestured for me to lean close. I did, until her cold breath ghosted over my cheek.

“Eliatha-Tethra de Cailleach,” she whispered in my ear, too quiet for my brothers to hear. Dread made my vision go spotty, my stomach squeezing into a tight ball of fear. “Go to seelie land and kill sweet Prince Ash.”

My vision wavered entirely.

“Bring his head back,” she continued languidly, leaning back in her throne. “If I can’t have him, that bitch doesn’t get to use him either.”

I could feel the compulsion to obey her tingling through my limbs already. My fingers twitched for my blade. In my mind’s eye, no matter how much I fought it, I pictured the palace and Ash’s room—his window, where I had already been to watch over him. Because I was a fool.

No. No. I bit down hard on my tongue to stop the terrified whimper from escaping. Somehow I kept my face blank as I straightened up, and my eyes met Balor’s for a brief moment. He was already smiling widely.

“Get it done, Lonan,” the Carlin barked, standing up from her throne and sweeping towards the doors.

I couldn’t move at first. My heart was racing, pounding in my throat, threatening to choke me. Cold sweat beaded on my hairline as I fought hard to resist the compulsion. Fought hard to not immediately stride out of the room, shift into the crow and fly straight to seelie land to kill Ash.

I forced my legs to move, not knowing where I was going or what I was going to do. I heard Balor’s boots echoing quickly across the floor as he caught up with me.

“How was your little tryst with the seelie dog?” he murmured softly in my ear. “Did you make it count, seeing as it will be your last? Or will you get one more in before you saw through his throat with your blade?”

I was too terrified to even snarl at him in answer. I couldn’t breathe properly, sucking in tiny shallow breaths that I couldn’t control even when Cethlen’s head cocked from across the room.

Balor laughed, the sound like knives slicing into my skin as he followed me. “Look at that panic making you tremble like a little rabbit. Will you apologise before you do it, just to appease your guilt?”

I pulled open the door, terror making me blind.

“I look forward to seeing his head take pride of place in here,” Balor called after me. “Maybe you can get a few hours alone with it in your room before handing it over to our mother.”

I was going to be sick. My breaths were snarling out of me as I stumbled up the stairs to my room. The urge to shift—to carry out her order—was getting stronger, and I fought it as hard as I could.

I fell into my room and allowed myself one weak sob. Automatically my body carried out my ritual, walking to my nightstand and fumbling with the acorn necklace to feel its warmth against my throat. But it just made the tears fall faster, offering no comfort. I didn’t deserve to wear it, especially not when I was… going to kill him.

But I was weak. I couldn’t take it off. I shifted into the crow and escaped, flying blindly towards the forest.

Please don’t make me, I thought pointlessly, to no one. Please. I’ll die. Please. Please please please please

I had to find a way to stop this. To stop myself. I was flying, but I was trapped, and my wings stuttered, sending me plummeting towards the ground before I righted myself in a panic.

Ogma. I needed to find Ogma. I needed my second name, I needed to break the hold my mother had over me.

I found myself flying blindly through the trees, smacking into leaves and branches, until the forest grew familiar. I was shifting before I’d even thought about it, stumbling to the hidden sidhe door and hammering on it.

The Golden Son was gripping a long blade when he flung the door open, and his green eyes flashed with rage when he saw me. But he froze when I fell to my knees.

“P-please,” I sobbed. “Please. Help me find her. I n-need to find her.”

“Find who?” Ash’s brother barked sharply as a tall, dark-haired fae with silver eyes rushed up behind him brandishing another blade.

“O—” I couldn’t get her name out. I tried again, my throat burning like I’d drunk acid. “O—” I groaned in frustration. “Y-you gave him mushrooms to find her. Please.”

I knew I wasn’t making much sense. The Golden Son’s head cocked before understanding dawned in his eerie green eyes.

“Ogma?” He glanced at the silver-eyed fae. “So the rumours are true, then.”

“Why should we help you?” the fae asked in a hard voice.

My mouth trembled, and I let out a sob before answering.

“She’s ordered me to kill him. I c-can’t fight it much longer.” I stared up at them, their forms wavering as tears streamed from my eyes. “I’ll do anything. I’ll give you anything, I promise. Please.”

“Kill Ash?” His brother sounded stricken.

“I can’t do it,” I sobbed, gripping wet leaves and dirt in shaking fists. “Please don’t make me. Don’t make me.”

They weren’t even the ones to have ordered it, but I was panicking too much. I couldn’t focus. I couldn’t breathe. The urge to carry out the Carlin’s order was getting stronger, but I fought it with my entire being.

“Why can’t you do it?” the silver-eyed fae asked in the same hard voice.

“I love him,” I sobbed. “He was—W-we were—”

“He can’t remember you,” the brother said in a cold voice.

“H-he made a vow to forget me. When he found out her plan. H-he thinks it was all a game. He thinks I killed his parents.”

The silver-eyed fae shifted, crossing his arms as he stared down at me. “We know you didn’t. Odran told me. He heard you and your brother at the lake.”

“Please help me,” I begged. “H-help me find her. I can’t stop it otherwise. I’ll give you anything. I’ll p-promise you anything. Make any vow you want—just please.”

The two Folk shared a long look as I trembled at their feet. Then the Golden Son looked down at me again, eyes hard.

“We’ll help you.” My body sagged with overwhelming relief. “But not for you. For Ash.”

I nodded quickly, unable to get up, because I was terrified that if I did, I’d shift back into the crow and fly straight to seelie land. I kept my hands clenched in the earth, anchoring me to the ground.

The silver-eyed fae vanished, and I felt the Golden Son watching me as I knelt there in the dirt, trembling wildly as I tried to fight the Carlin’s order.

“Here.” The fae had returned, and he thrust a little wooden bowl at me, three small brown mushrooms resting inside. “Take these. You’ll find her.”

“Don’t come back here,” the brother snarled. “Don’t bring your mother’s guards to our doorstep.”

“I won’t,” I got out quickly, rising onto shaky legs. “I promise. I vow it. I—Th-thank you. Thank you.”

They shut the door without another word, but I knew they were watching me as I slowly turned to face the forest and lifted all three mushrooms to my mouth, shoving them in and chewing quickly, tasting the dirt on my fingers as well as their sour musk. My body still shook with the urge to carry out the Carlin’s order, but as I took a stumbling step forward it… lessened.

Then it faded entirely. The bowl slipped from my loose fingers. I wandered away from the sidhe, not sure where I was going. I jumped, my heart thudding hard when something darted between the trees in the dark. A voice whispered above my head, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

I was sweating already, the terror still lurking somewhere, though it was smothered by the disjointed sensation in my body. The fogginess in my head. My panic grew. I wasn’t in control. I’d never been in control, but at least my body had been my own most of the time. Now it felt foreign. My feet were walking and I couldn’t stop them, even as I stumbled over roots and leaves and rocks.

Something laughed nearby. An invisible hand caressed my chest through my shirt, lifting the acorn at my throat before letting it drop. Mushrooms sprouted before my eyes along the tree trunks, glowing green like fireflies before melting in fluorescent streams to the ground.

Was this what Ash had been feeling that day I’d found him looking for Ogma? This was awful.

But he’d been smiling. He’d laughed, and said that he missed me, that he remembered me, even though he didn’t. He’d kissed me like he always used to.

“It will only get worse if you let your panic grow, Holly King.”

I jumped in fright when something sinuous and black slunk down from a tree in front of me. Glowing orange eyes appeared from the dark, followed by sharp yellow teeth in a mass of solid black.

“The Hunter King’s loyal wolf.” The face loomed closer. “Does he remember you yet?”

I panted wildly as I stared back at it, not wanting to answer it. But my feet were now glued to the ground. I wanted to reach for my blade but couldn’t.

“Calm your mind,” it said when I didn’t speak. “Or Ogma may not let you find her.”

No. No, that couldn’t happen. Panic streaked through me, making my breaths quicken even more.

“Calm, Death King,” the shadow face rasped. “She fears you, you know. Of all her sons, it is you who instils the terror in her marrow. She knows what you are really capable of. She knows things you don’t.”

“What things?” I demanded.

“Just things,” the face replied airily.

I jumped when the mass moved, circling me, its flowing black hair slipping over my shoulders and neck.

“It’s why she moulded you into her own weapon at such a tender age.” It appeared in front of me, mouth no longer smiling. “There’s a reason she didn’t kill you the moment you were born, boy. But she will still stop you fulfilling your purpose if you let her. You mustn’t.”

“I—” I finally found my voice, my mouth dry and sour as I licked my lips. “What purpose? H-how?”

“Ogma spurns the old gods for their weaknesses, but she is not infallible.” The face loomed closer, peering at me hard with its orange eyes. “She hungers for something herself. There is a chink in her armour that you can use to get what you need.”

“I don’t—I don’t know what I need, other than my second name,” I said weakly.

“You do. You’ll know when you see her. Exploit her weakness. Strike a bargain.”

“Why are you telling me this?” I croaked.

The eyes narrowed, sharp teeth flashing. “The Carlin has grown too greedy. She upsets the balance. It would be the end of us all. The power must be shared. You and your oak king will share it freely. We will flourish.”

“Wh-what?”

“Ogma is near.” The face retreated, slinking back up the tree. “Strike a bargain with her, Death King.”

I stumbled forward, eager to get away from the creature. It was pitch black, but I could still see until I realised… I couldn’t. I could see nothing. Sulphurous fumes made me cough weakly, burning my eyes until they watered.

I fell into the small grove, panting wildly. Curved trees ringed the clearing, pale in the moonlight that shone directly onto the tiny hut in the very centre.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Lonan

“You’re very late, Eliatha-Tethra de Cailleach.” The voice slithered round my ears. “Your mother tried hard to prevent this.”

I approached the hut cautiously. I knew the tales of this place—all fae children were taught about Ogma. But most met her when they were fourteen.

I stepped up to the dark little opening at the side of the hut and leaned down. Ogma’s monstrous eye darted over me frantically, before it crinkled at the corners like she was smiling.

“I’m glad you’re here.”

I wasn’t here to talk. I needed my second name.

“You need my blood?” I asked, already pulling my blade free.

Ogma chuckled. “Eager to see it done. I don’t blame you. You’d suffer more than a broken heart if you killed your oak king. We all would.”

I frowned at that but said nothing, carefully slicing the tip of my blade across the pad of my finger. A big spindly hand appeared through the opening, holding an inkwell. I dripped my blood into it in silence, then sucked my finger when she pulled it back.

“Now your name.”

I leaned in when I saw her tiny, gnarled ear appear at the opening.

“Duinn,” I whispered, the word flowing from me effortlessly. “Eliatha-Tethra Duinn de Cailleach.”

The ear dipped. “A fine name. Tell no one. Keep it safe.”

I nodded and stepped back. I could hear the faint scratch of a quill over paper from within the hut before Ogma chuckled.

“Not as talkative as your oak king,” she commented. “I suppose I’ll send you back.”

“Wait,” I blurted before knowing I was going to say anything.

My heart raced in my chest. Something was telling me… telling me I wasn’t done here. I needed something else. Something other than my second name.

Ogma’s huge eye reappeared. “Hmm?”

I stared at her eye, my chest heaving as I frantically tried to think. I heard her close her book within her hut and give me her full attention, that giant eye narrowing a little in suspicion.

I froze.

The book. The book of names, with every fae name in existence ever recorded.

The Carlin’s name was written in that book.

“I’ll strike you a bargain,” I said quickly, heart spasming when Ogma’s eye flared with surprise.

“For what?”

“Whatever you want.”

She snorted at that, looming closer until her eye almost pressed against the edges of the tiny opening. “And what do you want, Death King?”

I licked my lips, wondering how she’d react. She was the Keeper of Names. Her sole purpose was to record fae names and keep them safe. Keep them a secret from everyone alive.

“The Carlin’s name.”

My fingers twitched beside my blade in anticipation of Ogma smashing out of her hut to rip me to shreds.

But she didn’t.

“You want it badly, to strike a bargain with me,” she rasped. “To offer me anything.”

“I do,” I said, even though I wasn’t entirely sure why.

“What will you do with it?”

My stomach squeezed at that. Was she going to give it to me?

“I’m going to kill her,” I murmured, the words escaping me unbidden. I tensed at the thought, but now that I’d voiced it, calm acceptance settled into my bones.

I was. I was going to kill her. It was the only way to ensure Ash was completely safe from her.

“Mm.” Ogma was still peering at me. “You’ll do it for your oak king. But I’ll do it for everyone else.”

I stopped breathing. “Does that mean you agree?”

“I accept your bargain, Eliatha,” Ogma said. “The Carlin’s time is over, despite how fervently she would disagree. She grows too greedy. She would upset the balance. And the hunger for power infects your eldest brother already.”

That made me pause. “If I kill her, he’ll become king.”

“No, he won’t.”

I eyed her. “Then who? Surely not Bres. Cethlen?”

Ogma laughed, the sound rough. “You know who.”

Panic tightened my chest as I stared at her. Licking my dry lips, I shook my head. “No, I—”

“Your crown is waiting, Death King. This is your moment to seize it.”

Crown? King? I didn’t want to be king. I didn’t want to be unseelie ruler. I just wanted to keep Ash safe.

But if it wasn’t me, then it would be one of my brothers. Balor would be as bad as our mother, and I knew with certainty that he would still go after Ash, for his own sick reasons mired in jealousy. Bres would be an utter fool and bring the entire court down with him. Cethlen wouldn’t want it. He preferred skulking in the peripheries and listening for his own gain. He would do nothing to make things better.

If I killed the Carlin and became king, I could keep Ash safe that way. I could try and repair the damaged relationship with the seelie court, to appease the Brid. To watch over him.

Clenching my jaw, I nodded and looked into Ogma’s eye. “And what do you want?”

She gazed at me for a long moment. “A companion.”

I stilled at that. “A companion?”

“Someone to stay here with me. To talk to.”

“I… Who?”

“I trust you to find the right one. You’ll know. Bring them to me when the time is right.”

“But… no one can be followed when they come to find you. How will I—”

“You’ll be able to bring them. Folk only find me when I want them to, Holly King. And I’ll look forward to seeing you again when you bring my companion.”

I didn’t want to question it any further. She’d agreed. And she hadn’t given me a time parameter. I’d find someone, at some point, and fulfil my end of the bargain.

“It’s done,” I said with a nod, to set it in stone.

“I suppose you best come in then, Eliatha. No name can leave my hut once it’s been whispered through the hatch.”

I tensed at that, jerking my blade free as the tiny door to the hut creaked open just an inch. It looked dark inside. I stared at the gap before shifting my gaze back to Ogma’s eye.

“Is this a trick?” I asked, gripping the hilt of my blade tight. “Are you going to trap me in there with you?”

She huffed. “I admit I considered it. You are beautiful, aren’t you? Far more beautiful than your conniving older brother. It would be a joy to look at you for the rest of time. But no. You can’t stay here.”

I froze. Staring into her giant eye, I rasped, “You’ve seen one of my brothers?”

It crinkled at the corner again. “I have. The one with her eyes. He found me many years ago.”

So Balor wasn’t under our mother’s control. Had the Carlin told him how to find Ogma? But why? She wanted to control all of us. Why would she tell him?

“He found another way,” Ogma said, as if she knew what I was thinking. “Just like you. He didn’t use your family’s method. I suspect your mother doesn’t know.”

Who had told Balor how to find Ogma?

Rage made my fingers clench the hilt of my blade tighter. He was a snake.

Ogma chuckled as I marched to the tiny door. “I suppose you want his name now too.”

“No,” I gritted out. “Just hers. I don’t need his.”

I didn’t need his name to kill him. Now I had mine, every vow my mother had forced me to make—every order she had given me—was broken.

I was free to kill all of them. And she had trained me to do it with ease. With no emotion.

But I was under no illusion that I would be strong enough to kill my mother in a fight, even if I wasn’t under her control. Even in the Mild Months, she was unfathomably powerful. Stronger than everyone except the seelie queen, with whom she was evenly matched. She was near impossible to kill.

Unless she could be controlled.

The door to Ogma’s hut creaked ominously as I pulled it open further to step inside. My heart hammered in my chest, but I forced myself to walk into the gloom, blinking as my eyes adjusted.

I turned my head and froze. Ogma was enormous, filling almost the entire hut, her bulbous head brushing the ceiling despite the contorted position she sat in to fit inside. Two huge, eerie eyes took up most of her face, with her gnarled ears poking out at the sides and a tiny nose and mouth above a sharply pointed chin.

Her limbs were unnaturally long and brittle, curled up in a tangle with no way to stretch out. Bare, gnarled feet with long, spindly toes brushed the sides of my boots, and bony, narrow fingers rested on her bent knees.

Beside her, wedged into a tiny gap, sat a small table with the inkwell and a book that was over two feet thick.

“Don’t look at the book too long, Death King,” Ogma rasped, her giant eyes fixed on me.

I jerked my gaze away to stare at her again. Had anyone else ever seen her?

She chuckled and answered as if she’d heard my thought. “You’re the first to ever set foot in here beside myself. Welcome.”

“Why… Why do you stay in here?” I asked stupidly. “You don’t fit.”

She laughed louder and patted the book. “I’m quite comfortable here.”

I grunted. “You don’t look it.”

“I assure you, I am comfortable. Now, come closer. I’ll whisper it in your ear.”

My heart leapt into my throat. I palmed my blade and inched closer, being careful not to step on her monstrously long toes.

Ogma shifted, leaning forward. A huge hand wrapped around my shoulder, her fingers reaching all the way to my lower back.

“Cailleach Bheura Cruthachadh de Neoini,” she whispered in my ear.

Despite my unease, a wide, sharp grin stretched my mouth.

I had the Carlin’s name.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Ash

I strode with purpose towards the treeline at the very edge of seelie land, the book heavy in my satchel and my bow slung over my back. It was only just dawn, but the glowing pink of the sky was still bright, making me want to squint my burning eyes.

I hadn’t been able to sleep at all. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the broon’s mud-coloured gaze go flat with death, my arrow sticking out of his ruddy forehead.

I’d gotten up and slipped out of my room when the sky was just starting to lighten, walking silently through the palace with the intention of going to the library—mainly because the Brid never set foot in there.

When the low murmur of voices had drifted into the hall as I walked through the palace, I’d recognised the Brid’s smooth, deep voice instantly. I stopped at the side of the cracked open door, warm seelie firelight spilling into the hall.

“Why do you think he is here?” I heard the King of Boars ask in his deep, snorting voice. “Why did he seek you out at the Midsith?”

The Brid snorted. “I don’t know yet, but I don’t trust that little runt one bit.”

There was a pause.

“Do you think he found the Traitor in the forest?” the boar asked, tightening my throat.

“Yes,” the Brid snarled, and my heart stopped dead. “That is precisely what I think. That worm has surely been protecting him out there. How else could he have survived for all these months? He’s a half-breed runt. An embarrassment, despite what he might think otherwise in his shiny new skin.”

I ignored the stab of pain in my chest. I hadn’t trusted the Brid anyway. Hadn’t seen her as a mother. So why did it hurt to hear her speak about me so callously?

“But no matter, my dear.” The Brid’s voice smoothed out, and she chuckled. “He has done us a great favour. He knows where the Traitor has been hiding for all these years. All I have to do is order him to go and kill him.”

Panic strangled my throat, almost making me let out a choked breath before I managed to stop it.

“What do you think, my dear? Get Ash to bring the worm back here and slaughter him in front of the entire court, or give him a worthless, empty death in the forest where he will rot all alone?”

The King of Boars let out a snorting grunt. “Whatever you wish, my queen. What will you do with the halfling prince after that?”

The Brid made a disgusted sound. “Keep him close, I suppose, though the sight of him near sickens me. He is under my control, so he has some use. The little halfwit won’t even know about Ogma or understand the power I can exert with his name.”

“What if the Traitor told him?”

“You saw the way he shot down that broon at dinner. You saw the horror in his eyes once he realised what he’d done.” She let out a vicious little laugh. “He tries so hard to seem fae, no longer mortal, but he is still weak. The games I can play with him will be amusing, at least. And I will finally get to see dear Nua’s head on a spike in front of the palace, exactly where it belongs.”

The King of Boars grunted. “I am not convinced that he hasn’t already found Ogma. He hesitated before shooting the broon. I could see the indecision in his eyes.”

“Well if he has, we can still use him to find the Traitor,” the Brid drawled. “We’ll hunt the hunter. My guards can drive him into the forest like a petrified little rabbit. We’ll flush them both out that way.”

I slipped away after that, my heart pounding so hard in my throat I was sure they’d be able to hear it. I’d walked to the library, staring blindly ahead of me.

Gillie had been right. The Brid was worse. I’d heard the hate in her voice when talking about me and Nua. Her own sons. Even though she couldn’t actually control me with my name, the fact that she wanted to still horrified me.

And she wanted to send me to kill Nua.

She couldn’t control me with my name, but I still couldn’t lie. If she asked me if I knew where Nua was, I’d have to try and get round the question, and she’d know. She was the Wielder of Words. They were her weapons. She’d know instantly if I was hiding the truth.

I’d hoped that her anger at Nua had bled away over the years. Indifference would have been better, though painful, in his situation. At least it would have meant she left him alone to live his life with Gillie in the forest. But the anger hadn’t gone. It had festered, and was still as hot as it had surely been when he’d refused to murder me as a boy.

My stomach twisted with unease. Would that happen to me? I was her son. I shared her blood. Would I turn into a vicious, vindictive and unfeeling creature just like her because of the murderous anger that still simmered in my gut for the Carlin and her sons? Would it consume me?

I couldn’t let her hurt Nua. And I couldn’t let her continue to just hurt random fae for no reason other than her own amusement. I didn’t know the seelie Folk, and didn’t feel much for them, but they were still just innocent Folk living their lives. They didn’t deserve to fall prey to the Brid’s thirst for blood.

I could still clearly remember the petrified cries of the driath on the night of Beltane. His pleas for his family—his children. She’d had her guard slit his throat for no reason other than pomp and ceremony. To prove how completely she controlled this land and the Folk on it. To taunt the Carlin.

The library was dark and cool when I stepped inside, so I lit a lantern and carried it to the deepest recesses of the room, well hidden in case anyone came looking. It was in the narrowest corner, filled with dust and stinking of musty books, that I found the ancient tome tucked at the very edge of a shelf, pushed right back. Its edges crumbled as I pulled it out carefully.

The Isle of Hybra and its Many Wonders

I’d never heard of it, but something made me sit there in the dark and read it.

The Isle of Hybra sits at the northern-most tip of the Woods of Orna, across the sea. It is shrouded in mist, invisible to all. Only once every seven years can it be seen, but even then it is near-impossible to reach. Despite the mighty fingerstones rising from the water to create passage when it is visible, only a handful have ever reached the gleaming shores of the isle. Most meet their end in the watery depths between the lands.

From the mainland, the Tiraglas tower can be seen rising from the isle’s centre when Hybra is visible, and even through the mist, its green jewel walls can sometimes pierce the fog in the sunlight, blinding any who look for too long.

It is here that the mighty green serpent, Gadleg, is believed to reside.

My eyes scanned the next passage, and when I saw the mention of the Seelie Ruler, my breath caught in my throat. As I read the words, terrifying clarity settled in my stomach. I knew what I needed to do.

The Seelie Ruler has dominion over all serpents—all but one. Gadleg is beyond their control, and she is feared greatly for this fact. One drop of Gadleg’s venom is enough to stop the Seelie Ruler’s heart.

I clutched the book, staring down at it as my heart pounded in my chest. I stood up and carried it carefully back to my room, then got dressed and slipped the book into a satchel I found in the cupboard. I strapped on my bow and quiver, slid my dagger into its sheath at my hip, and strode out of the palace. The sky was a murky purple with the approach of dawn, and the seelie lands were completely still and quiet as I walked across flowering meadows, past the rapidly flowing river.

I was being followed, I already knew. Before I reached the treeline at the end of seelie land, I casually spun around and stared hard the guard who was doing a piss-poor job of remaining undetected.

“I’m going hunting,” I told him flatly, not voicing precisely what I’d be hunting for. “I’ll try and bring back a deer for the queen’s dinner.”

Realising his cover was blown, he licked his lips and hesitantly stepped closer. “I would be happy to accompany you into the forest, Prince Ash.”

Prince. I still wanted to snort at that, every time I heard it.

“I don’t need any help. Or company.”

The guard fidgeted nervously before straightening up and squaring his shoulders. “Lady Brid has requested—”

“I don’t need the company.” I shot him a wide, sharp grin. “So just tell the Brid that I’m quite happy going on my own.”

“Lady Brid has insisted that I—”

“I’ll shoot you if you follow me,” I told him flatly. I wouldn’t kill him, but I could take out his knees.

He paled and didn’t speak or move for a long moment. His voice was faint when he eventually said, “She will kill me if I return without you.”

I tamped down the guilt, quashing it, trying to see him as another of the Carlin’s guards. It was hard when he was staring at me with wide, fearful eyes—as if I was as bad as my mother.

“Then wait here until I come back,” I said, even though I potentially wasn’t coming back for a very long time. “But if I see you in the forest, I will shoot you. And I will see you.”

I waited until he nodded hesitantly, then turned and strode into the forest without another word. Rather than heading straight for Nua and Gillie’s sidhe, I went in the opposite direction. Then I leapt up into a tree and waited.

That guard didn’t follow, but others did. For hours I waited, shooting the seelie guards I saw in the arms and knees to render them useless. I watched them limp or drag themselves back towards seelie land before moving even further away and waiting again.

When a long, fat snake slithered along the forest floor beneath me, I ignored the pang in my chest as I shot it in the head. I knew it was from the Brid. She controlled all snakes, and she’d told me herself she had spies in the forest.

Even once they all stopped coming, I waited for several more hours until it was nearly dark. Only then did I drop down and start creeping my way through the forest, pausing at every tiny sound, my bow and arrow ready.

By the time I reached Nua and Gillie’s sidhe, I was hungry and thirsty and stiff from sitting in the trees for so long. I knocked softly on the door and murmured, “It’s Ash.”

The door flung open a moment later, and then Nua was pulling me into his arms and squeezing me hard.

“Thank the gods.”

I hugged him back tightly, guilt churning in my stomach. Nua pulled me into the sidhe and closed the door. I gave Gillie a tentative smile as he approached.

“You’re alright, lad?” he asked, patting me on the cheek.

I nodded, biting my lip as I stared at them. From the corner of my eye, I could see my pallet of furs still tucked at the side of the living room. My pewter potioncraft cauldron. My notebook and pen and stack of books. They’d kept it all exactly as I’d left it. My eyes went hot.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted. “I don’t—I just got so angry. I just wanted to show them that they hadn’t won—none of them. And then I was scared that the Brid would be able to find you if I—”

“Odran came and told us,” Gillie interrupted calmly. “We understand.”

“I’m sorry,” I repeated in a croak, feeling small and weak.

“You don’t need to apologise.” Nua rested his spindly hand on my branch arm. “We’re just so glad you’re alright.”

“Come into the kitchen and have some of your tea, lad.” Gillie gave me a smile before turning and ambling into the kitchen.

Nua and I followed, and I exhaled as calm settled over me from being back here. The seelie palace didn’t feel like a home. This did.

“What’s happened since you went with her?” Nua asked, leading me to the table as Gillie ladled tea into mugs. “What has she… Has she done anything? Was she pleased to see you?”

I snorted humourlessly at that. “No. She tried to act like she was, but she’s full of shit.”

I looked up as Gillie approached with our mugs, and his brows twitched into a frown at the haunted look I knew filled my eyes.

“She—she made me kill a fae in front of everyone. For no reason.” I swallowed, the guilt festering. “She tried to use my name. And I—If I hadn’t done it, she would have known. And the Carlin was there—”

“The Carlin was there?” Nua said sharply. “On seelie land?”

I nodded, staring at the table. “The Brid invited her and her sons for dinner. To gloat. To parade me in front of them.”

Nua exhaled hard and picked up his mug. “That comes as no surprise.”

Gillie slid my mug in front of me, and I stared into the dark liquid. “I killed him even though I didn’t have to.”

The excuses tried to burst out again—that it would have been too dangerous for the Brid to realise I had my second name in that moment. But that was all they were—excuses. Me trying to justify the fact that all I’d been doing was saving my own skin. Protecting myself in the easiest way by murdering a defenceless fae.

“You did have to, Ash,” Nua said gravely. “You’re right. It’s too dangerous for the Brid to realise that she can’t control you that way. You did what you had to.”

I shook my head and picked up my mug, but didn’t take a sip.

“What happened with the Carlin?” Gillie asked after a minute of silence.

“Nothing,” I said woodenly. “She and her sons came for dinner. The Brid taunted her. Then they left.”

Nua and Gillie exchanged a worried glance.

“She… She is still very angry, Ash,” Nua said slowly.

I snorted. “I’m sure she is.”

He cleared his throat. “But at least she can’t get to you on seelie land. You shouldn’t stay here long. It’s safer for you there. From the Carlin, at least.”

I shook my head. “I’m not going back yet.”

They stared at me.

“So… are you staying here?” Nua asked. “Won’t the Brid care?”

“She’ll care only because she wants to use me,” I said flatly. “But I’m not staying here.”

“Where are you going?” Nua asked hurriedly, worry bleeding into his voice. “Surely not back to unseelie land—”

“I’m going to kill her.”

His eyes widened. “You found a way to kill the Carlin?”

I shook my head. “Not the Carlin, though I’m still going to kill her. I meant the Brid.”

Nua and Gillie stared at me in shocked silence, the latter thumping down his mug on the table and splashing tea over his hand. Neither of them spoke for a long time.

“W-why?” Nua eventually asked, his voice faint.

My mouth flattened into a grim line.

“Because she’s awful. You were right, Gillie. She’s worse than the Carlin. She murders seelie Folk just because it amuses her.” I looked at Nua. “She hasn’t forgiven you, Nua. She still wants to kill you. She wants me to do it.”

He swallowed, green eyes bright in the light coming from the hearth. “I—That doesn’t surprise me.”

“So I’m going to keep you safe,” I said bluntly. “You kept me safe from her when I was a boy. I’m returning the favour. I’m going to make sure she can never hurt you.”

Nua shook his head frantically. “That wasn’t a favour, Ash. You don’t owe me anything. I don’t want you to do this. It’s too dangerous. You’ll get hurt. You’ll die. It’s not worth it. We’ve stayed safe out here for so long—”

“It’s not enough.”

“It is,” he urged, stretching his hands out towards me on the table, his eyes frantic. “It is. Please, Ash. Please just stay here, with us. We can—”

“She’ll look for me. And you.” I felt my eyes water. “And if I stayed there with her, I’d never be able to see either of you again. It would be too dangerous. But I’m not spending the rest of my life with the Brid, Nua. And I’m not spending the rest of it hiding from her either.”

“What about the Carlin?” Gillie asked calmly, reaching out to thread his fingers through Nua’s and squeezing. “And her sons. I thought you wanted to kill them.”

I nodded. “I do. And I will. But the Brid first.”

Nua shook his head weakly, eyes glistening. “If you kill her—”

“You’ll become king.” I tried to gentle my voice as I reached over and clasped his free hand. “You can be a good ruler.”

He stared at me. “Why do you think it would be me?”

I paused. “What? Why wouldn’t it? You’re the oldest. The next in line.”

Gillie shook his head. “That’s not how it works with the High Fae, Ash. When the ruler dies, the power transfers to the strongest in the lineage. Not necessarily the oldest.”

My brows twitched into a frown. “Well, that still means it would be Nua. I’m not even full fae. Not really. I heard the Brid call me a half-breed runt,” I couldn’t help but add bitterly.

“Ignore what that old bitch says,” Gillie rasped easily, waving his hand. Then he fixed his silver eyes on me keenly. “How would you do it? The queens are not easy to kill, Ash. Near impossible. I’m guessing you have a plan to have come here to tell us.”

I nodded and pulled the book out of my satchel, quickly finding the passage about Gadleg.

“I’ll go here. I’ll get Gadleg’s venom. Then I’ll coat an arrowhead in it and shoot her.”

Nua and Gillie stared down at the book, eyes darting over the passage.

“Where did you find this book?” Nua asked, his voice weak with shock.

“The palace library.”

He huffed out a breath, shaking his head. “I never knew this was there. I suspect she doesn’t either.” He glanced up at me with a concerned frown. “But Hybra’s only visible once every seven years. And even then—”

“I don’t care,” I interrupted in a hard voice. “I’ll wait. I’ll wait there until I can see it.”

“You won’t have to,” Gillie said in a low voice. “It’s visible now. I heard Folk at the market talking about seeing Gadleg’s tower. The fingerstones have risen from the sea.”

“Gillie,” Nua hissed. “Don’t encourage Ash to do this.”

“He’ll do it regardless, my love.” Gillie pursed his lips. “And I admit, I’d be glad to see that bitch dead. To stop worrying whether she will ever pick up her search for you. I want you to be safe, Nua. Just like Ash does.”

“No,” Nua said angrily. “I’m not having Ash put himself at risk for me—”

“You can’t stop me.”

His green eyes flashed.

“This is foolish, Ash,” he snapped. “Certain death. No one ever even makes it to the isle. You’d die in the waters.”

“I’m going to try.”

He let out a hopeless sound and gripped Gillie’s hand harder. “Please—”

“I’m doing it, Nua.” I forced myself not to soften at the sight of his misery. “For you. Both of you. And—yes—for me too. I don’t want to be there with her. And I don’t want to hide from her forever either.”

I gripped his hand again, feeling his long fingers tighten on mine. “We’ll be safe, Nua. And you can do whatever you want. You can still live out here if you want to. Who cares? You’ll be king. You can make the rules.”

I tried to smile at him, but my face felt too hard and brittle. Determination stiffened my limbs. I wasn’t backing down on this. Now I’d made the decision, I was going to follow it through. I was going to try my best.

Maybe this would finally fill the hollow ache in my chest. Nothing else had, and I grew fearful that maybe nothing ever would. Maybe I’d just keep making these stupid fucking mistakes in a misguided attempt to feel better.

And if I did die trying to reach Hybra, at least I’d be gone, away from the Brid’s grasp, and Nua would still be safe. It was the least I could do. My foolish, reckless actions had brought him into her crosshairs again. So I was going to make it right.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Lonan

After leaving Ogma, I hid in the forest for the rest of the night.

I hadn’t thought I’d feel different after gaining my second name, but I did. I could feel the weight of every order and every vow the Carlin had forced me to make lifting off my shoulders. The relief of it chased away some of the constant hollowness in my gut, making me foolishly hopeful.

After spending hours trying to think of a plan to kill the Carlin, I flew to seelie land as the blackbird, desperately wanting to see Ash. Wanting to tell him everything I hadn’t been able to before.

It was only once I alighted on his bedroom window that I remembered that it wouldn’t make a difference anyway. I could finally tell him everything, be truly honest with him, and he would have no idea what I was talking about. He still didn’t remember me.

His room was empty anyway. The window was partially open, so I shifted into a wasp and crawled inside. Insect eyesight made my head hurt, and the wasp’s vision was blurry and warped, but I made my way through the palace to look for him. Just to see for myself that he was still alright—still alive and healthy.

He wasn’t there.

I flew out of the palace and made my way over the seelie land, but he was nowhere. Panic made me dip in mid-flight. Where was he? Was he hurt? Had the Carlin somehow found another way to get him while I was gone?

I went back into the forest and shifted into the crow to get back to the palace quickly. After entering my bedroom, I walked hurriedly through the palace and into the throne room, trying not to sag with relief when I saw only Ash’s arm still nailed to the post behind my mother’s throne.

But she was sitting in it, and my brothers were all lounging back in theirs.

The Carlin perked up at the sight of me, her one eye darting over my frame before resting on my empty hands. Her pale brows drew together.

“Where is his head?”

I resisted the urge to swallow and clasped my hands behind my back, ignoring Balor’s burning gaze on my face.

“He wasn’t on seelie land,” I said flatly. “Your order was to go to seelie land and kill him. He wasn’t there.”

She stared at me hard. “Why are you trying to escape your duty with a caveat?”

“I’m—” I couldn’t say I wasn’t, because I would have done anything to escape her order. And I had. I wasn’t compelled to carry it out anymore. For the first time in my life, I was truly free.

The Carlin rose slowly from her throne and walked towards me. My hands squeezed together behind my back as I watched her silently.

Cailleach Bheura Cruthachadh de Neoini. The words burned in my brain, urging me to say them—to end this now. But Balor’s eyes were fixed on me, and I saw him rise from his throne to casually join our mother as she made her way towards me.

I needed to find the right time to do it. To say her name and bring her under my control, so she couldn’t kill me before I killed her.

My eyes darted to Balor. He wasn’t under her control anymore. He had his second name, which meant he’d been free to kill any of his brothers for years. I assumed it was only his unnatural desire that had stopped him from killing me, and I doubted he saw Bres and Cethlen as any kind of threat.

He was biding his time. Waiting to take the throne when the Carlin eventually died.

If I said the Carlin’s name now, my brothers would hear it. They would know it too. I hadn’t yet worked out exactly what I would say after uttering it—what order I would give that would make it impossible for her to hurt me or Ash, or find a way to escape my control. I had one chance to get it right.

My mind was spinning too fast—I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t ready to do it. I wasn’t ready for any of it. I remembered every second of my encounter with Ogma. I remembered what she had told me. What she’d called me.

Death King.

Terror gripped my insides. I didn’t want to be king. I wasn’t ready. But when I killed the Carlin, that was what I would become.

“Is there something you’re not telling me, my little blackbird?” the Carlin asked softly when she reached me.

I was taller than her, but that meant nothing as she fixed her one hard eye on me. I stared back at her in silence, because I couldn’t say no.

After a long minute, the Carlin’s brow quirked. “Well, perhaps I wasn’t clear enough in my order.”

Moving quickly, she snatched up my face in her taloned fingers and wrenched me closer.

“Eliatha-Tethra de Cailleach,” she hissed in my ear. “Find Prince Ash—wherever he now may be—and cut off his sweet head.”

She shoved my head back just as Balor joined us.

I swallowed and gave a single nod. “I’ll find him.”

Because I would. But not for what she wanted me to do. I wanted to make sure he was alright. If he wasn’t on seelie land, where could he have gone? Back to his brother’s sidhe? I needed to see for myself, to make sure he was safe.

The Carlin curled her lip at me and turned to walk back to her throne. But Balor remained, and before I could turn to leave, he stepped closer.

“Isn’t this sweet?” he murmured, reaching up and touching something at my throat before I jerked back.

My blood ran cold when I realised what it was. Ash’s necklace. The acorn. I’d forgotten to take it off when I got back to the palace, too desperate to make sure he wasn’t chained up once again in my mother’s throne room.

My eyes darted to the Carlin. Had she seen it?

“Go, Lonan.” The Carlin’s eye was as hard as her voice when I glanced over and saw her watching me. Her gaze shifted to my brother only briefly before returning to me. “Balor, come here.”

Dread squeezed my stomach into a tight ball as I turned to leave, but I forced myself to calm down. She couldn’t control me. She could use my name as much as she wanted, but it wasn’t my true name anymore.

And soon, I’d use hers, and then I would kill her.

I made my way back up to my bedroom, gripping the warm acorn in a tight fist to try and comfort myself just a little. I stood in my room for long minutes, trying to work out what to do. Go and find Ash to make sure he was alright? Or stay here and wait for the right time to kill the Carlin first?

In the end, the pressing need to see Ash, to make sure he was still safe and alive, drove me to my bedroom window. I shifted into the blackbird and hopped onto its outer ledge, taking flight to head into the forest.

I heard the sharp grind of something below, the faint whistle that followed, but didn’t really register it. Not until my right wing suddenly became useless and I was falling out of the sky, twisting as I plummeted, my left wing trying desperately to keep me airborne.

It felt like every bone in this fragile body shattered as I hit the earth. My left wing flapped madly, but I couldn’t move. The edge of something short and thin jerked in my periphery as I tried to take flight, panic making me scrabble weakly over the ground.

“Silly boy.” I froze at the sound of Balor’s voice, my heart thrumming too hard in my chest. “You grew careless. You made her suspicious.”

He dropped the crossbow and bent to pick me up in his cold, pale hands, grinning widely as he brought me close to his face.

“How did you make it back without his head?” he murmured. “Did you find Ogma, my sweet little brother? Are you free?”

When I thrashed weakly, he pinned my one good wing to his palm and bared his teeth at me.

“I hope you spent your few hours of freedom well, Lonan. Let’s get you back to the palace, hmm?”

I struggled fruitlessly as he walked quickly back towards the palace and directly into the Carlin’s throne room, pain streaking through my body as my wing desperately tried to move.

I tried to shift but couldn’t. The bolt was still piercing my wing. I could only watch in horror as the Carlin grinned widely at me, snapping a thin shackle around her wrist and attaching the other tiny end to my leg. Tethering us together.

No. No. No no no no

She’d done this to me as a boy, when she deemed me to have misbehaved. When I wasn’t trying hard enough to shift into every animal she barked at me. The cuff prevented me from shifting at all. It kept me trapped in this form until it was removed.

“I’ve been suspicious of you for a while now, Lonan,” she told me softly, stroking a cold finger down my back. “I didn’t want to believe it. That my own son could truly want a seelie dog. But you do, don’t you? You’ve been trying to help him this whole time. You sicken me.”

I’d been so close. So close to killing her and protecting Ash. I’d finally freed myself from her, and now I was shackled to her wrist like a pet bird, with no hope of escape.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Ash

It took me days to reach the northern-most point of the forest.

I’d realised after a while out here, once I’d started leaving Nua and Gillie’s sidhe, that time moved strangely in the forest. It was huge—so massive it ringed both court lands, with a gigantic expanse separating them. But it was like it knew where you wanted to go, and let you get there far quicker than you should have been able.

I had both courts’ guards looking for me now. I didn’t know why the Carlin still had her guards scouring the woods if she thought I was on seelie land. I killed them as I always had, but for some reason tried not to kill the seelie ones. I shot them in the knees and feet and arms, rendering them useless so they limped back to seelie land.

Maybe it was because I’d seen how frivolous the Brid was with seelie lives. There were more of them than unseelie, and she saw them all as worthless and expendable.

I knew it didn’t make much sense. I knew they weren’t really any different to the Carlin’s guards—and I knew that the Carlin’s guards were just doing what they had to. What they’d been ordered to. But all the seelie Folk seemed scared—even the guards. Terrified of what their ruler would do, and I knew it was fear—not duty—that drove them to search for me in the forest.

I was completely alone as I stood on the pebbled shore, staring at the island just barely visible through the thick grey fog out at sea. The Tiraglas tower I’d read about rose from its centre, a tall pillar of gleaming emerald that winked in the weak morning sun. Thick, lush forest visible even from here surrounded its base, and the speck of beach opposite me seemed to sparkle.

It was really far away.

I swallowed, my eyes drifting to the thick, rounded boulders that rose from the sea between me and the island, creating stepping stones. The fingerstones, the book had called them. They did look a bit like fingertips—impossibly huge fingertips of a monstrous hand hidden in the water. I tried to imagine the size of a creature with hands that big and couldn’t even picture it.

The fingerstones began emerging from the sea a fair distance from the shore. I’d have to swim to reach the first one, and fear tightened my throat as I stared at it. At least they didn’t rise too far from the water. If I slipped off one, I’d be able to heave myself back up.

I forced my trembling legs to start walking until the water lapped around my boots. The sea was unnervingly still, the tide barely moving. The forest rustled peacefully behind me, and part of me wanted to turn around and go right back in. Give up this ridiculous quest that already seemed impossible. I didn’t even know what I was going to do if I actually reached Hybra. How I was going to find the serpent Gadleg, or what I would do if I did. I supposed I’d have to kill it to get its venom, but the thought made my gut clench with unease and guilt. How many creatures was I going to kill?

Was I already turning into my mother? I didn’t feel bloodthirsty, but my conversation with Nua and Gillie before I’d left still burned in my mind. ‘What about the Carlin and her sons?’ Gillie had asked. ‘I thought you wanted to kill them.’

I was promising death to a lot of Folk. I was here to try and kill my birth mother, for fuck’s sake.

But the queens were evil. Both of them. The Carlin deserved to die for what she had done to me. The Brid deserved to die for what she wanted to do to Nua—and for what she did to her own people.

And this was my way to do it. This was the only way I knew for sure would successfully kill the Brid. So I was going to try. Nua and Gillie were all I had left. I wasn’t going to let her take them from me.

The water was freezing when I started swimming to reach the first fingerstone, and my clothes and boots and satchel all tried to drag me down. My branch arm heaved me easily up onto the boulder, but I didn’t feel steady on its curved surface as I stood up.

My heart pounding, I took a running leap at the next one. I grinned when I landed easily, wobbling only for a second before I took off for the next.

I tried not to look up and see just how many stepping stones I had left to cross before I reached the island, instead focusing only on the one in front of me. When I did finally raise my head, after what felt like hours, my heart jolted as I realised how close I was. The tower loomed above me, and I could see the beach sparkling in a rainbow of colours.

I was nearly there.

Why had the book said this place was impossible to reach? This had been easy. Really easy. I jumped for the next stone, my heart spasming when my boot slipped on its wet, curved edge. My branch hand scrambled, somehow managing to cling on as the toes of my boots dipped into the water.

I sucked in a panicked breath when the boulder moved, throwing my body to the side. I scrambled up and panted weakly, remaining on my hands and knees for a few moments before I rose on unsteady legs and eyed the next one. If this one was loose, I didn’t want to stay on it for too long.

The panic made my next jump sloppy. I slipped again, grunting when my body jerked down even as my branch hand managed to keep a grip on the boulder. Water lapped around my ankles, and this boulder moved too. It dipped to the right, throwing my body that way, almost causing my branch fingers to let go before I heaved myself up.

I was panting wildly, heart thudding hard in my chest. I looked up and saw there were only two stones left in front of me. The beach glimmered too brightly in the sun, making me wince. I glanced back over my shoulder fearfully, noting just how far I was from the mainland now. I froze when I realised—the first set of stepping stones, all the way back near the beach, were twitching.

Five of the stones kept curving in one direction, dipping into the water before straightening back up. Then they all seemed to… flex. Somehow. I was frozen as I watched—as I heard a deep, terrible rumbling from far below me, before those first five stones rose. And rose.

And a giant hand emerged from the water.

That was why they were called fingerstones. They were the actual fucking fingers of some mind-bogglingly enormous creature in the water. The giant hand clenched into a fist, then plunged into the water impossibly fast, making my jump with fright. A huge wave rushed towards the mainland’s shore, the tide almost reaching the trees before retreating.

Then the next five boulders started twitching.

Oh god. Oh fuck. I forced myself to face forward again, staring with panic at the island’s beach. I was so close, but I could hear hand after hand rising from the water before plunging back beneath the surface, snatching up anything that might have been crossing its fingertips.

I ran and leapt as the stone beneath me twitched again, throwing me wildly off course and making me slam into the next boulder, smacking my chin. My mouth filled with blood, and it sprayed out over the stone with my panicked breaths as I scrambled up and ran without pausing for the next one. The last one.

It dipped and vanished before I could reach it, and my vision whited out with terror as I plunged into the water and heard the awful rumbling beneath me again—closer this time, filling me with dread. Huge waves pushed me towards the beach as I choked and spluttered, and then sharp stones were tearing at my shirt and skin before I hoisted myself away from the shoreline, trembling madly.

My mouth filled with blood again, so I spat as I crawled up the beach, away from the water. The pebbles beneath me shone too brightly in the sun, making me squint, until I realised they weren’t pebbles. They were rough-hewn jewels and precious stones in all different colours. The entire beach was made up of them, sparkling in the sun.

Was this what made Folk try to reach Hybra? Its precious beach? I forced myself to stand on shaky legs, and stared up at the tower above me. I wasn’t interested in jewels. I was here for Gadleg’s venom.

I gave myself a minute to reach into my sodden satchel and pull out my leather skin, having a deep gulp of fresh water. Reluctantly, I looked back towards the shore. The stones had all vanished, but as I watched, the first set all the way over near the mainland slowly rose back up and went completely still—the monstrous hand waiting once again to snatch up anyone else foolish enough to attempt to cross them.

Well, I was a fool. I’d proven that countless times now. By letting myself get captured by the unseelie Folk in the first place. By just sitting there in that cottage, waiting to find out my fate. By thinking I could march into the Midsith and taunt the Carlin with no consequences.

I was going to try and right all of it. I was going to keep Nua and Gillie safe. I was going to stop the Brid murdering seelie Folk for absolutely no reason. I was determined to ensure that all the terrible things that had happened to me wouldn’t be for nothing. I’d make some kind of difference, even if I died trying.

I put my waterskin away, ignoring the fine tremble in my hands, and readied my bow with an arrow as I started walking towards the treeline. The Tiraglas tower didn’t look too far away—the island was tiny—but I had no idea what lurked in these woods.

The forest was cool and dark when I stepped into it. I could see huge chunks of crystal growing from tree trunks. Enormous mushrooms in pink and pale blue and glowing green that rose from the forest floor.

Voices slid around me, whispering things. Saying my name. They said they had things to tell me. They urged me to follow them, saying they’d whisper secrets in my ears if I did.

I gritted my teeth and ignored them, even though my body strained for the words. I wanted them. I wanted their secrets, I wanted to hear what ancient, unknown knowledge they could give me.

The trees started thinning out, and I squinted as blinding emerald light hit my eyes. The Tiraglas tower was one gigantic pillar of crystal, and as I emerged into the clearing that ringed it, I stared up—and up.

Was Gadleg… inside the tower? I looked at its base but couldn’t see any doors. My heart was beating frantically, breaths escaping me in shallow spurts as I crept forward.

I jumped violently when the tower… shifted. And then huge, slitted eyes blinked open and stared at me. I froze as a monstrous serpent seemed to melt out of the crystal, her scales blending into the emerald hue perfectly.

Gadleg was wrapped around the entire length of the giant tower, and a thin black tongue emerged frighteningly close to me, tasting the air.

“You are not from here.”

Her voice was low and hissing, and as she twisted lower around the tower and her enormous head loomed closer to me, my vision whited out with terror.

I knew she wouldn’t have been a normal snake, but this was… She was impossibly huge. And… she talked.

“You’re…” My brain had gone entirely blank with shock as I stared at her. “You’re a talking snake.”

I didn’t know why I was surprised. I’d watched the Brid converse with a giant boar for days.

“I’m not just a snake, boy. Or maybe I am.” Her gigantic head moved closer, tongue flickering again. “Or maybe I am both and neither.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes despite my fear, but before I could think of an answer to that stupid riddle, she spoke again.

“Why are you here? Jewels?” Her voice was sly. “Secrets? Fantastic pelts from the island’s wondrous creatures?”

I suspected if I said yes to any of those, she would kill me instantly. But she would also probably kill me instantly if I told her what I was really here for.

“I… I came to meet you,” I said carefully.

She hissed a laugh. “Me? So you want something from me?”

My gut tightened with fear, and I shifted nervously on my feet. “I wanted… I wanted to ask you whether it was true about your venom being able to kill the seelie ruler.”

Her massive body went completely still, still wound all the way up her tower.

“The ssssseelie ruler. It is the Brid currently, is it not? It has been her for a long time.”

“Yes.”

She peered hard at me. “You are seelie, boy. I can see it.”

I swallowed. “Yes.”

“And you are High Fae. I can see that too.”

I knew what she was getting at, so I said, “I’m her son. Yes.”

Another hissing laugh. “So you’re here to snatch the power from your mother’s hands.”

“No,” I said immediately. “I don’t want her power. I wouldn’t get it anyway. I’m—I was half mortal.”

“No longer, though. So if not for her power, why do you want to kill her?”

My jaw clenched. “Because she murders Folk for no reason. Just because it amuses her. And she wants to kill my brother. I won’t let that happen.”

“Mm.” Gadleg’s huge body twisted lower down the tower before tightening again. “Entirely selfless reasons then?”

I flushed. “Not entirely, no. I don’t know what she’ll do to me either. But I know it would be bad.”

“So you came here for my venom.” Her mouth split into a wide smile, showing off impossibly long, gleaming fangs that shone gold. “To answer your question, yes. My venom can kill the seelie ruler. How were you planning to get it? Were you expecting a garden snake, boy?”

“I don’t know what I was expecting,” I admitted. “I just… knew I had to try.”

“I have no personal vendetta against the seelie ruler. They are all largely the same to me. But…” Her head loomed even closer, making me swallow with fear. “What will you give me for my venom, boy?”

“I…” I looked around in a panic, as if I’d be able to find something to offer her. “What—what do you want?”

“That is a good question, isn’t it?” Her eyes watched me carefully. “If I give it to you and you succeed, your brother will become Seelie King?”

“I…” My brows pinched. “I mean, surely he will. He’s full fae.”

“Mm.”

She was silent for a long moment, still watching me. I forced myself to wait, even as I shifted anxiously on my feet again. If she did decide to kill me, there’d be absolutely nothing I could do. She could swallow me whole.

“Here is my offer,” she eventually said, shifting on her tower again. “I give you my venom, and you come back in seven years.”

I stilled at that. “What—that’s it?”

“Not entirely.” She sounded amused. “Come back in seven years, and I will judge you.”

My brows pulled into a frown. “Judge me on what?”

“Everything.”

Panic gripped me. “What—I don’t—What does that mean?”

“It means I will judge you. Your actions. I will decide whether you are worthy of still living.”

That sounded terrifying. I broke out in a cold sweat. “Why?”

“Because I find myself taking an interest.”

“In… in what?”

“Everything,” she repeated. “Change is coming. I would enjoy playing a part.”

I was struggling to follow her, but my brain latched on to the fact that she had agreed to give me her venom—if I agreed to this ominous, vague deal.

“But… but what if our morals don’t align?” I asked desperately. “What if what you deem as… worthy isn’t the same as what I do?”

She hissed a laugh. “Clever boy. But no, I am not trying to trick you. In this, our morals will align. Ultimately, you will know whether you are still worthy of life. I will merely be the hand that takes it away if you are not.”

“So… so I just have to come back in seven years and you might… kill me?”

“In exchange for my venom. Yes.” She smiled at me again. “But you must keep it to yourself, boy. No one can know you will return here.”

My head was starting to hurt. “Why?”

“Because that is part of our deal. Your king will worry greatly for you when you vanish. If you are gone for too long, he will start wars over it. But he cannot know.”

“I can’t even tell Nua?”

“I didn’t mean Nua.”

I stared at her, starting to get angry. “…What?”

She hissed another laugh. “It will make sense soon. Sooner than you think.”

The anger grew. She was playing with me. She was like all the other weird, otherworldly creatures I’d met, who all seemed to know far more than I did but picked and chose what information to share with absolutely no context.

Fucking fae.

“Okay, so.” I wanted to get this over with. “You give me your venom, and in exchange I come back in seven years—telling no one what I’m doing—for you to… judge my actions.”

“Yes.”

I was pretty sure there was some loophole I was missing. Some weird trick to this. But there was no other way for me to get her venom. I knew I wouldn’t be able to kill her, and I didn’t want to.

“And that’s really all you want?” I asked. “For me to come back in seven years?”

“Yes.”

I stared at her hard. She gazed back impassively, tongue flickering.

“Fine,” I got out eventually, fear making me go hot and cold all over. “Deal.”

Her giant head dipped in a nod. “You have something to store my venom?”

“Yes.” I fumbled with my bag, pulling out the little glass jar I’d brought.

“Set it down and step back.”

I did as she asked, nervously stepping back closer to the forest after taking the lid off the jar and setting it on the ground. I watched in horror as Gadleg’s jaw stretched open impossibly wide. A fat bead of deep green venom dangled from the tip of one fang, and she carefully lowered her head to let it drop into the jar.

“That will be enough,” she said, moving back and watching me as I darted forward to put the lid on and place the jar back in my satchel.

“I appreciate it.”

She hissed. “It’s not a favour. We have a deal. And I will see you in seven years.”

I nodded and glanced back nervously at the forest. “Do you… Do you know if I’ll be able to get back across the fingerstones?”

“That is your only way back.”

I went stiff with fear, but nodded again.

“I watched you make your way here.” Her mouth stretched into a wide grin. “You’ll just have to be more careful this time.”

“Yeah,” I croaked, glancing nervously up at the sky. The sun was low now. It had taken me hours to cross them before, which meant it would probably get dark before I got back to the mainland. The thought of crossing those giant fingertips in the dark was utterly terrifying.

“What… what are they?” I asked fearfully.

She stared at me. “Do you really want to know?”

I cringed and shook my head. “No.”

“Wise. Best go, boy.”

“Yeah,” I said again, my voice shaking with nerves. “So… I’ll see you in seven years.”

“You will.”

That had absolutely not gone the way I expected, but then I hadn’t really known what to expect. I hadn’t come here with a plan, which I knew was utterly foolish.

But I’d done it.

The moment I stepped back into the forest, I ran. I was desperate to get off this island now I’d got what I came for. And I really, really didn’t want to try and cross those stones in the dark.

Voices still whispered to me, more urgently this time, promising more secrets and directing me to places on the island where I could find priceless objects and rare beasts. I ignored them, exhaling in relief when my boots finally sank into the jewels of the beach.

The fingerstones were all back and perfectly still. I tried to calm my breathing and slow my racing heart, because panic was what had caused me to stumble before. I made sure my satchel was secure as I walked to the shoreline, and then I took a running leap at the first stone.

By the time I was halfway across the stones, it was pitch black and I was dripping with nervous sweat. My fae sight let me see in the dark, but it was still difficult to make out the muted blue of the stones against the impenetrable black of the sea.

Desperation made me clumsier when there were only a few stones left, causing me to slip several times, but I made sure to keep my feet out of the water. None of the stones moved, and when I made it to the last one, I panted on my hands and knees for long moments, my limbs trembling with fear-fuelled adrenaline.

Would the creatures under the sea wake up when I dove into the water? They hadn’t before. There were no more stones in front of me, the beach so close, the Woods of Orna still and silent just beyond it.

Standing up on unsteady legs, I took out the little jar with Gadleg’s venom and gripped it tight in my fist. I didn’t want to risk it falling out of my bag while I swam the last distance. Taking a deep breath, I took a running leap off the stone and dove into the water, swimming as fast as I could. I heard no terrifying rumbling sounds coming from far beneath me, and by the time I felt the sand under my boots I was almost crying with relief.

I crawled up the empty beach, still clutching the jar painfully tight in my fist. I’d done it.

Once I was well clear of the shore, I rolled onto my back and lay there panting, staring up at the dark sky. My face broke into a grin, even as I started shivering from my sodden clothes.

I had Gadleg’s venom. I could kill the Brid.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Ash

Lonan.

Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan Lonan

I almost fell out of the tree I’d been sleeping in as I jerked awake abruptly, already crying. It was pitch black, the moon still high in the sky, the forest quiet around me.

I remembered him. I remembered him.

I couldn’t suck in enough air. I clutched my chest, the sharp ache tightening and tightening until it felt like I was going to choke—

His black eyes black hair pale skin against mine his mouth on me his body beside me in bed

The wolf the cat the blackbird the crow the moth the creatures watching me when I was a boy

Seeing him in the throne room. Meeting him by the lake. His first visit to the cottage. The dinner. The game of favours. Every night spent with him. His birthday. The Winter Solstice battle. Telling him I loved him. Our little Yule celebration together, all the gifts he’d given me. Him admitting he was the wolf and the cat, showing me the animals he could shift into before he kissed me.

How could I have forgotten him? It hurt. It hurt so much. My throat was tight and I was still crying as I dropped down from the tree and stumbled blindly.

Lonan. The hollowness in my chest was him.

I started running, not sure where I was going. I’d been making my way back through the forest from the beach for days, killing the Carlin’s guards and injuring the seelie ones to deter them. But now I was just running aimlessly. When the crunch of footsteps came from behind me, my branch arm was already pulling my bow off my back before I spun around and shot blindly. I stared down at the dead seelie guard, panting wildly, before turning and stumbling off again.

More appeared. I shot them all in a panic, not seeing if they were seelie and unseelie, just shooting and running as my heart beat too fast. The forest started becoming more familiar, but I could barely see as I crashed through the trees, my breaths sawing out of me. I practically fell into Nua and Gillie’s sidhe, having no idea how I made it here.

“I remember him,” I managed to get out before I burst into tears.

They were on the sofa together, and they both jumped up and hurried towards me.

“Who? The prince?” Nua grabbed my shoulders. “Prince Lonan?”

Hearing his name made me sob again, and I wrenched away from Nua and huddled on the floor, my back to the door. I buried my face in my hands, pulling my knees up close to my body, and wept. I wasn’t in control. I couldn’t stop. I was shaking, my branch fingers gripping my hair and pulling too hard. There was too much flooding back at once, rewriting all the memories I’d had of unseelie to put him back in them.

How could I forget him how could I forget him

“Ash.” Nua sounded pained as he knelt in front of me. “We—we tried to remind you at first. I’m—I’m sorry.”

“Why couldn’t I remember him?” I wept. “Why did I forget him?”

“You—It was after the Carlin chained you up. When she told you about… your parents.”

I froze. More memories rose.

‘Lonan killed them.’

‘He slit their throats.’

I slowly raised my head from my hands and stared at Nua. His form was blurry through the tears, but I could see his big green eyes were tight with concern.

“He—he killed my parents,” I rasped.

The ache in my chest sharpened. The hot, unquenchable rage I remembered feeling in the Carlin’s throne room rose. The utter betrayal. The misery. Balor sneering at me and telling me it had all been a game. That Lonan had been playing me the entire time.

“It wasn’t Lonan, Ash.” Nua shared a frown with Gillie, as if he wasn’t sure that it was wise to tell me. “He refused, even though she had ordered him. So Balor cut off his arm to do it.”

I froze in utter shock. “Wh-what?”

“Do you remember what I told you before, about fae flesh remaining alive for a while even when severed?” Gillie asked.

I licked my lips, tasting the salt of my tears, before giving a hesitant nod.

“Balor severed Lonan’s arm to fulfil the Carlin’s order.”

“B-but…” I reached up and quickly wiped my cheeks, even though tears were still leaking from my eyes. “The Carlin said Lonan killed them. I remember now. She said those words. She said he—he s-slit their throats.”

“Because she thinks that’s what happened.” Gillie gave me a kind smile. “Truths can be tricky things, Ash. Technically, they did die by Lonan’s hand. And if that is what Balor told his mother, that is what she believes.”

My breath caught as another memory surfaced. That first night Lonan had shown up on my doorstep before he started coming every night after. When everything between us had truly begun. I remembered lying in my bed, staring at him stretched out beside me naked. Seeing the thick scar circling his right forearm.

And I remembered Belial’s intense gaze on the night of Samhain, when he had told me that limbs could be reattached with poison.

I stared up at Nua and Gillie. “H-how do you know that?”

“Odran told us,” Nua said. “He heard the two princes talking at his lake on unseelie land. Balor is holding the debt over Lonan’s head.”

Murderous rage made my gut burn. Fucking Balor. So he’d cut off Lonan’s arm just like he cut off mine.

He’d been the one who murdered my parents.

I felt intense shame that I had believed the Carlin, even though I knew logically it wasn’t my fault. How could I have ever thought Lonan would do that? But then, Balor had convinced me that Lonan had been playing his own game with me.

When in reality, Lonan’s family had played us both.

“He was here, Ash,” Nua said in a grave voice.

My breath caught. I stared at him. “What?”

“Lonan was here. The night before you left for Hybra.” He glanced at Gillie again. “The Carlin had ordered him to kill you. He showed up here begging us to help him find Ogma.”

“F-find Ogma? Why?”

“The Carlin never showed her sons how to find her. They’re all still under her control.” Gillie’s brows furrowed as he knelt beside Nua, his knee cracking. “Which meant he would have been compelled to carry out her order to kill you. He wouldn’t have been able to stop himself.”

I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek to stop a fresh sob from escaping. I remembered him in the throne room, when he slipped in to see me as I was dying. ‘I can’t defy her.’ He’d been trying to tell me then.

He’d tried to tell me that he hadn’t killed my parents, and I hadn’t let him speak. He’d told me then that what we had wasn’t a game or a lie, but I’d been too blinded by rage to listen. I hadn’t believed him.

“He said he loves you, Ash.” Nua’s voice was low and hesitant, like he didn’t entirely want to tell me.

“We gave him the mushrooms,” Gillie added. “We haven’t seen him since. But I assume he managed to find her, because you’re still alive.”

I barely registered his words, staring at the floor with unseeing eyes. He said he loves you.

He’d never said it back to me. I’d assumed that meant he hadn’t loved me because it would have been a lie.

I jerked in shock when I suddenly realised—he’d been there, when I’d snuck back to my cottage to grab my stuff. He’d been there. And I hadn’t recognised him. I’d threatened to kill him.

‘I just wanted to sleep here,’ he’d said. His voice had been utterly miserable.

And he’d said it then too. He’d said he loved me, more than once. He’d said he missed me so much it felt like he was dying. He’d said he was sorry and that it wasn’t a game—that it had been real.

He’d said he would give anything for me to remember him. He’d said he’d tried to help me. Tried to stop it.

And he’d been there, that day at Odran’s lake. He’d stared at me with grief and longing, dripping wet from slipping into the water as an alligator to attack Odran for asking if I wanted to fuck.

He’d been at the Midsith, staring at me with wide, terrified eyes. He was the fae from the dinner at the seelie palace, who had followed me out because I’d been so distraught after murdering that broon. And he’d told me he loved me then too, after stopping anything from happening between us because I couldn’t remember him.

And now I could remember all the black animals who had sat in the trees with me while I hunted guards. The chameleon that had pointed out the one who nearly got me. The little black fox that followed me home. And others—the blackbird I saw constantly. The crow that had cawed when guards were near. The black stag that had often watched me from afar. I’d forgotten them all within minutes of seeing them.

“I don’t understand,” I said weakly. “Why do I suddenly remember him?”

“When you first got here, there was an oath already etched into your chest.” Gillie nodded at my shirt. “You made a vow to him? Something that would make you forget?”

My breath caught. I remembered waking up after my death in the Carlin’s throne room. Lonan weeping at my feet, begging me to forgive him. I remembered sneering down at him even as tears streamed down my face. And vowing to him that I would forget him and everything we had.

“I d-did,” I got out shakily. “I vowed to forget him.”

“What were your exact words, Ash?” Nua said urgently.

My eyes darted as I tried to remember. I licked my lips. “I… I vowed to forget him and everything we had until—” My breath hitched, and I stared at Nua and Gillie. “I vowed to forget him until the day I died.”

There was a moment of silence. Then Nua’s face crumpled with grief, and Gillie’s black brows drew together in a pained frown.

“S-so I’m… going to die today,” I heard myself say in a flat voice. Emotionless, like my brain hadn’t processed it yet. “That’s why I remember him.”

“No,” Nua choked out, jerking forward and grabbing my shoulders. “Don’t go back to seelie, Ash. Don’t—If you stay here, maybe—”

“You know that’s not how it works, my love,” Gillie said in a low, solemn tone. “Events are already set in motion. If Ash remembers the prince, that means it is… There is no escaping it.”

“You don’t have to kill her,” Nua said desperately. “Just don’t go back—Don’t—”

“No,” I got out, quickly swiping at my eyes. “No. I’m going to do it.”

I fumbled with my satchel and pulled out the tiny glass jar. Gadleg’s deep green venom glistened inside, thick and viscous and coating the sides.

“I got it.”

To my surprise, Gillie let out a chuckle. “We know, lad. We knew you would.”

I stared at him. “How?”

“After you left, I took a little trip.” He shot me a wry grin. “Had some visions.”

My breath caught. “What—what did you see?”

“Nothing from your time on the island, but I saw you making your way across the fingerstones and nearly meeting your end. Then I saw you stumbling back onto the mainland’s shore, dripping wet and clutching that little jar in your fist.”

I managed a watery smile. “Told you I’d do it.”

“What was it like?” Nua asked in an awed voice. “The island.”

I sniffed and carefully set down the jar, then pulled off my satchel.

“Weird. The beach is—it’s all jewels. And the forest was… creepy. I could hear voices when I was in it. Gadleg is huge.” I let out a weak, humourless laugh. “I’d been expecting a big snake, but not that big.”

“How did you get it? Her venom?” Gillie asked. “I doubt she gives it freely.”

I shook my head. “I made a deal with her.”

Nua’s breath caught. “A deal? Ash, that’s so dangerous.”

I shrugged. “It was the only way to get it.”

They both watched me.

“What was the deal?” Gillie asked. “What did she want? Can you tell us?”

I pursed my lips and shook my head. “Sorry.”

“That’s alright, lad. The important thing is that you’re here. Still in one piece.” He gave me a little smile that I returned.

But then it dawned on me again—what all my memories of Lonan meant. I was going to die today. The smile fell instantly.

“M-maybe… maybe I’ll still be able to kill her,” I said hoarsely, staring at the jar. “Maybe I die doing it.”

Gillie pursed his lips, shooting Nua a concerned glance.

He opened his mouth. “Well—”

“No, Gillie,” Nua hissed, eyes glistening.

“What?” I said immediately, staring at them both hard. “What do you know?”

Gillie exhaled and looked at Nua again before his silver eyes fixed on me. He nodded once.

“That’s what’s going to happen.”

“What?”

“I saw it. You’ll do it, but you’ll die.”

I stared at him. “R-really? I’ll actually do it? I’ll kill her?”

I looked down at the jar again. Determination flooded me, chasing away the terror at the thought of my impending death. I wouldn’t be able to fulfil my end of the deal with Gadleg, then. I wondered if she knew. I wondered if that was why she’d asked for something so weird and pointless—because she knew I wouldn’t be going back.

I nodded. “Then it’ll be worth it.”


Chapter Thirty

Ash

I gripped Lonan’s favour at my throat in a tight fist as I made my way to seelie land. It was still dark—I’d woken the moment it turned midnight, it seemed, the sudden rush of memories forcing me awake.

I wished I could go and see him one last time before I died. My breaths still hitched constantly, tears threatening to escape as I crept through the forest. I wanted him to know that I remembered him. That I knew now he hadn’t killed my parents. That I believed him when he’d desperately tried to tell me that none of it had been a game.

I wanted to tell him that I loved him one last time.

Where was he? Now I had my memories of him back, I knew he’d been my constant companion out here in the forest. And the black moth I’d seen on my windowsill every night at the seelie palace—I knew that had been him too.

But no black animals had trailed behind me as I’d made my way to Hybra and back. The realisation terrified me. Had something happened to him?

I tried hard to push the worries away. I couldn’t afford to be distracted at all when I went to the Brid.

But it was so hard. He was all I could think about. My body strained with the desire to turn and run in the opposite direction—straight to unseelie land to try and find him. But I knew that would result in my death as well—and that way, I wouldn’t have at least managed to kill the Brid before I was gone. I had no idea if Gadleg’s venom would kill the Carlin, but I doubted it. The book had specified that Gadleg was the only snake my mother couldn’t control. It hadn’t mentioned the unseelie ruler at all. I wasn’t willing to risk it.

Resentment churned at the realisation that I would never get to kill the Carlin or her sons. Not that I could ever kill all of her sons, now that I remembered Lonan was one of them. But Balor, I would have enjoyed killing. He was the one who murdered my parents. He deserved to die alongside the Carlin.

Maybe Lonan would be able to do it. He’d told me he hated her, that night I’d snuck into my old cottage. And Gillie had grimly told me what Odran had heard between Balor and Lonan at the lake on unseelie land. Balor wanted Lonan for himself. He’d tried to bargain with him for sex.

I desperately hoped that Lonan slit his throat someday, for his own sake. Not even for what Balor had done to my parents.

I had to shoot and kill several more seelie guards as I made my way to the Brid’s land. Regret and guilt pinched in my chest every time, but it was safer. If I left them injured and let them go back, they’d tell her I was here. They’d tell her I was coming.

Terror pounded like a war drum in my chest with every step. You’re going to die. You’re going to die.

I tried to calm my frantic heart with thoughts of Nua becoming the seelie king. He would be a good ruler—kind and fair. He wouldn’t slaughter Folk for no reason. Even though I wouldn’t be there to witness it, the thought made me smile. He deserved it. Him and Gillie. They deserved everything.

As sick as it may have seemed, I was glad the Carlin had stolen me. I was glad of everything that had happened, except my parents’ senseless murder. At least I’d gotten to know my brother and Gillie. At least I’d had Lonan for a little while. At least I would die knowing what it was like to love someone so much it hurt—knowing that there were people I cared for so deeply that I would do anything for them.

It let me accept what was going to happen just a little. Just enough to keep walking forward, towards seelie land. I didn’t care about leaving a mark on the world or being remembered by anyone but those who loved me, but at least I was going to die knowing I’d done some good.

The seelie lands were still and silent when I emerged from the treeline. I wondered how many guards were watching from the forest. I couldn’t give them a chance to get ahead of me—to warn her, not that she knew what I was here to do.

So I ran. I ran as fast as I had that night after escaping the Carlin’s chains. I heard the thump of pounding footsteps behind me, and I whirled round to shoot the guards before turning back to keep running.

More guards. I shot them all until the land was still and silent once again, collecting up intact arrows on the way. When I reached the palace, my feet took me straight to the throne room even though I had no idea where the Brid was.

But my body knew more than I did. I shoved open the door and nocked a venom-coated arrow before stepping inside. Before I could fire, the King of Boars leapt in front of the Brid, his gigantic body covering her completely.

Rage made me see red. “Move.”

“What are you doing, Ash?” The Brid’s voice sounded only the slightest bit unsteady, and she covered it quickly. “What exactly are you hoping this will achieve?”

“Come out and face me, you fucking coward,” I snarled.

She laughed roughly. “You think an arrow will kill me? Try it, little boy. Pierce my heart. Pierce my eye. I’ll just pull it out and use the tip to slice you open.”

“Then come out and face me,” I gritted out, my flesh arm shaking as I held the arrow ready.

She didn’t. The King of Boars bared his big blunt teeth at me, but he didn’t dare move.

“Are you scared?” I taunted. “Scared of your half-breed runt of a son? The Carlin was right. You don’t deserve any respect. Look at you, hiding behind a pig.”

The King of Boars let out a furious snort. “I am not a mere pig, boy. I will gore you and parade your limp, worthless body around the town for everyone to see.”

“Come on then.” I shot him a sharp smile. “Come and gore me. Move away from the Brid.”

He obviously didn’t, but his beady eyes glowed with rage as he stared at me.

“Isn’t there anything you want to ask me before I end your miserable life, my dear son?” The Brid’s voice was sweet. “Haven’t you wondered why I left you on your father’s doorstep? Why I sent my worthless son to kill you as a boy?”

I didn’t answer. I wasn’t going to let her distract me, despite the weak need to know the answers burning in the pit of my stomach.

The Brid sighed, still cowering behind the King of Boars. “The truth is, I tried very hard to get rid of you while you were growing in my body. But you latched on and wouldn’t die. Like a parasite, sucking up my essence. The thought of you growing in my womb made me sick. You were a mistake. Mortal men were always fun to toy with. Your father had no idea who he was lying with that night, but you were never supposed to be the outcome.”

I clenched my teeth, refusing to let the pain from her words bloom any larger.

“And then you were here, squalling like a weak little baby bird. I should have killed you then, but I could see the power you had stolen from me lurking deep within. I wanted it back—back where it belonged, in my true family. You didn’t deserve it, half-mortal little runt. So I waited until your fae side started to emerge, and I sent Nua to kill you. To absorb it back into its rightful family.”

I swallowed. I knew Nua could absorb things from others—he’d taken my injury from me when I’d first made it into the forest.

“But he couldn’t do it. Weak little worm. And every guard I sent to kill you instead never made it back.” She snarled. “He was protecting you. Keeping you alive. And then…”

She let out a great sigh. “I forgot all about you, as unimportant as you were. The little half-breed runt living his pathetic, boring mortal life. You weren’t worth thinking about. Worrying about. I didn’t need the power you had stolen. I am strong enough without it.”

“I don’t care,” I finally managed to get out. “Come out and face me.”

She laughed. “So eager to meet your death? Alright.”

My heart leapt into my throat, hammering fast. But before the Brid could move, something dark appeared in the corner of the empty room, jerking my gaze towards it before I could stop it.

I stared at Ankou and his great hound. I could see the white glow of his eyes beneath the wide brim of his hat as he gazed back at me in silence. Then his head turned towards the Brid.

“No,” she snarled unsteadily, her voice shaking. “He is here for you, runt.”

I licked my lips, my heartbeat slowing. I already knew I was going to die. The sight of him didn’t bother me.

“If you can see him too, you know what that means,” I rasped.

“No,” she spat again. “No, it—Surely it is the blood we share. We are linked—”

“Then come out and face me,” I repeated calmly.

She snarled, and I could hear the fear bleeding into her voice. Ankou and his hound stood still, saying nothing. Waiting for us to die.

“Triath, get him,” she snarled, and the King of Boars started running towards me—fast.

But not fast enough. He was heavy and ungainly, and he had the entire throne room to cross. I leapt to the side to see the Brid sprinting towards the door that led to her private chambers, tripping over her long green dress.

As the boar slammed into my side, shattering bones, I loosed the first venom-tipped arrow. It sank into the Brid’s waist, jerking her to the ground.

The King of Boars butted me again, knocking me to the ground with a painful thud, but I fumbled to nock my second arrow. I fired as one of his great hooves crushed my hip, and I saw it pierce the Brid’s neck before he shoved me onto my back with his snout and stamped on my chest.

I choked, staring up at him as my chest cavity collapsed under his weight. This was agony. My teeth clenched together so hard I thought they’d shatter as my heart strained, crushed under his cloven hoof.

I could faintly hear the Brid sucking in snarling, panicked breaths—hear the rasp of her dress as she weakly slid across the floor on her front. Then she let out a pained choke, and I smiled up at the King of Boars, feeling the blood coating my teeth.

He snarled down at me, stamping his hoof deeper into my collapsed chest. I choked weakly, my vision starting to fade as my eyes drifted to the black figure slowly approaching. Ankou’s hound slunk obediently by his side, and long green fingers emerged to stroke the top of its head.

The death fae stared down at me for a moment, before turning to face the Brid.

“Will you come willingly?” he asked her in a low, calm voice. “Or does my cusith have to drag you to the afterlife?”

“No,” she rasped, her voice weak and thready. “No, I—N-not me—Him—”

“You first,” Ankou said steadily. “And then we’ll see about him.”

I didn’t know what that meant, but I was too weak to fully process it. Too close to death. My heart was barely beating anymore, and blood coated my throat, choking me, cutting off my breath.

“Choose, Bridged al Dagda Tuath,” Ankou said. “I have your name. Ogma whispers it to me as we speak. She has already crossed it out of her book. I order you to choose your fate.”

I wanted to see it. I wanted to see her die, to be sure she was really gone. I forced my failing body to cling on, even as the King of Boars’ hoof ground down into my chest.

“I am not—willing to die,” the Brid wheezed.

“The cusith, then.” Ankou lifted his hand from the hound’s head, and the great beast darted forward to snatch up the Brid’s leg.

“No,” she shrieked, eyes darting frantically before they fixed on me. “Take him—”

She cut off with another shriek as the cusith dragged her away. The room had faded into nothing, I belatedly realised—we were floating in darkness. The King of Boars was gone, but I could still feel his hoof crushing my insides.

My vision winked in and out as I watched the cusith drag the Brid away, melting into the darkness until only her shrieks remained—and then they abruptly stopped.

As Ankou turned to face me, something winked out of the darkness where they’d vanished. It sped towards me, a huge ball of orange fire, and as I sucked in what I knew was my final breath, it forced its way into my mouth and down my throat.

I was on fire. It was burning me from the inside out. I couldn’t breathe—I struggled weakly, trying to lift my hands to claw at my throat as the fire raced through every inch of me. The crushing pressure on my chest eased, then vanished. As the searing heat dimmed, my chest inflated with a huge, shaky breath.

Ankou eased down to his haunches beside me, and one pale green hand reached out to cup my cheek. It was ice cold.

“I told you we’d meet again, Ash.”

“I—” I choked and coughed weakly.

“Take a second. You’ll be very busy when you return.”

His white eyes glowed, fixed on me, and I suddenly realised I could see his face. His skin was sickly green, and his features were fae-sharp. When he saw me staring, he smiled, revealing pointed white teeth.

“You’ll remember my face, but we won’t meet again for many years. Is there anything you wish to ask me before you go back?”

“I—H-how?”

With his help, I managed to sit up—somehow. I looked down at my chest, seeing it whole again. Undamaged. I sucked in another huge breath just to convince myself that I could.

“You are lucky she died before you. Just a second before.”

“Wh-what difference did that make?” I rasped, my throat sore from the fire that had invaded it.

“The power transferred to you when she died, bringing you back. You are the Seelie King.”

I froze, staring up at him. “Wh-what? But Nua—”

“Not Nua. You.” Ankou rose, but his smile was kind as he looked down at me. “Congratulations, Ash. Until we meet again.”

He turned his head and whistled. The cusith emerged from the darkness, bounding over. I stared as it wagged its braided tail, panting at Ankou. The death fae chuckled and stroked its head.

“Good boy.” He glanced back down at me. “Don’t trust the King of Boars, Ash. He is as bad as she was. He will try and wheedle his way into your good graces. We will wait here for him.”

I let out a slow breath and nodded. Ankou raised a pale, long-fingered hand in goodbye, and then he was gone. The throne room was suddenly back in the space of a blink, and I panted wildly as I stared around at it, shaking on the ground.

The King of Boars was pacing in front of the Brid’s lifeless body, snorting and grunting and nudging her hip with his snout. As I grabbed my bow and rose unsteadily to my feet, his head whipped towards me.

His huge body shivered. He took a single step closer. “My king—”

I raised my bow and nocked an arrow, firing it between his eyes before he could even finish his sentence. The ground trembled as his mammoth body crashed to the floor, crushing the Brid.

In the ensuing silence, I looked around again. Then down at myself. I looked the same. But I was king. I was the Seelie King.

I put away my bow and walked unsteadily to the throne. But I didn’t sit in it. I reached out with a trembling hand and picked up the Brid’s little bell for summoning staff.

A hysterical laugh threatened to leave me as I rang it. Moments later I heard the doors being heaved open, and I whipped around, my branch fingers twitching to reach for my bow again.

The fae who entered stared at me before her eyes slowly drifted to the two bodies on the floor. She let out a choked sound, hands flying up to cover her mouth.

“Get rid of the bodies,” I rasped, my voice hoarse. “Tell the others. I’ll be back.”

Then I strode across the room, past the frozen fae, and out of the palace.

I was going to get my brother, and then I was going to find Lonan.


Chapter Thirty-One

Ash

“Oh my—oh my gods.”

Nua stared at me from the door, and I couldn’t help but grin triumphantly in return.

“I did it.”

Nua had cried when I left to kill the Brid, but it was Gillie whose eyes watered now as he rushed up to join Nua at the door.

“You’re alive.” He yanked me into a hard hug and gave me a gentle smack on the back of the head. “You sly bastard.”

I laughed, pulling away to hug Nua.

“He’s not just alive,” Nua said shakily, gripping my shoulders as he stared at me. “He’s the king.”

Gillie burst out laughing. “Of course you fucking are. As obstinate as your brother. You weren’t going to let that old bitch take you down.”

“Well, her King of Boars did.” I realised we were still standing at the door, so I stepped inside and closed it behind me. “Not quick enough, though. The Brid died first and her power transferred to me. Which I don’t understand.”

“What don’t you understand?” Nua gave me a smile. “You’re the strongest. The rightful heir. The power itself decides—not the ruler or the order of birth.”

“But how am I stronger than you?” I shook my head. “I was half mortal. I’m—”

“You’re not half mortal anymore,” Gillie pointed out, ushering me into the kitchen as Nua followed. “Full fae, just like the rest of us. Don’t let those fucking queens make you believe otherwise.”

“You wouldn’t be king if you weren’t, Ash,” Nua added softly, clasping my shoulder before moving past me to the cauldron over the hearth.

I shook my head again. It hadn’t really sunk in yet—that I was the Seelie King. But at the same time… it had. I wasn’t scared. For some reason, I wasn’t intimidated by the enormity of the role before me.

“What are you doing here anyway, King?” Gillie grinned over at me as he got three mugs. “Shouldn’t you be on your throne in your palace, addressing your subjects?”

Hearing him call me king made something ping in my brain. I stared at him hard, memories surfacing of when I was a boy. Of the dark-haired, silver-eyed fae teaching me about mushrooms.

Calling me the thrice-lived king.

“You called me king when I was little,” I said. “You called me the thrice-lived king.”

Gillie went still, his brows pulling down into a frown. “Did I?”

I let out a short laugh. “Yeah. I remember.”

“Well.” He let out a breath, then looked at Nua with a grin. “Do you hear that, my love? I knew all along.”

As Nua rolled his eyes, I grumbled, “You could’ve told me that before,” as I joined them at the table.

Gillie chuckled. “If I’d remembered, I would have. I was probably a little out of it.”

I snorted at that, taking a sip of tea as we all settled in our seats. This didn’t feel any different to how it had months ago, when I’d first gotten here.

But it was. I was king.

“You can come back to seelie land if you want,” I said to Nua with a grin. “Come and live at the palace. Or wherever you want. You can stay out here.”

He fidgeted, twisting his mug on the table as he glanced at Gillie. “I don’t think the seelie Folk would want me there.”

I stiffened, scowling. “Fuck them. How can they resent you for not killing me when I’m their king now? They all hated the Brid anyway. They were all scared of her. I doubt they even really felt that strongly about it.”

Gillie’s black brows raised as he lifted his mug. “Already got that seelie fire in your veins, lad.”

“I can’t step foot back onto seelie land anyway,” Nua said softly. “She banished me after I fled.”

“Not without invitation from the ruler,” Gillie corrected, nodding at me. “And he’s sitting right there.”

I choked out a laugh, reaching over to grip Nua’s hand. “You’re officially invited. How am I supposed to word it? Are there special words?”

Nua laughed.

“No, that’ll do.” He gazed back at me, squeezing my hand. “Thank you.”

Then he looked over at Gillie, a smile spreading his lips. “What do you think, love? Stay out here or move into the palace?”

Gillie took a sip of tea and let out a satisfied breath. “Maybe both. We can visit the king often. But I like the forest.”

Nua nodded, smiling at him. “Me too.”

“Stop calling me the king, it feels weird,” I mumbled, picking up my mug.

Gillie laughed. “But you are. Seelie King. Seelie Ruler. What other names will you have, I wonder?”

I blinked as Ogma’s low, raspy voice suddenly slithered through my head. I licked my lips.

“Ogma called me the Hunter King. And the Oak King.” My mouth quirked. “She called me the thrice-lived king too, actually.”

“Hunter King.” Gillie grinned at me. “I like it.”

“Oak King,” Nua said thoughtfully. “That’s an old one.”

I snorted. “I don’t think that’s a real one. When I was with the unseelie, they made me play the role of the oak king for their stupid Winter Solstice tradition. The battle between the oak king and the holly king.”

My lips pulled down at the memory, my chest aching with a sudden bout of intense longing for Lonan. I needed to find Lonan.

“It’s not just a stupid tradition, Ash,” Nua said. “The two rulers, thousands of years ago, used to meet on the Summer and Winter Solstices to battle—not to the death, obviously. The unseelie king—the holly king—would always win on the Summer Solstice, to start shortening the days and ushering in winter. The seelie king—the oak king—would win on the Winter Solstice to begin lengthening the days again.”

I nodded absently, not really listening as I chewed on my lip. I looked up at Nua and Gillie with a frown. “I need to go and find Lonan. I’m worried about him.”

“Why?” Gillie asked.

“Something’s happened. I can feel it. I didn’t see him at all when I was travelling to Hybra. He’s been out here with me the whole time in his different animal forms.” My lips quirked sadly. “Even though I never remembered.”

“Well…” Nua and Gillie exchanged one of their looks before Nua continued. “You are safer from the Carlin now. But it would still be dangerous to go to unseelie.”

I jerked my gaze up quickly to stare at him. “Will I be able to kill her?”

“In a fight?” He shook his head. “You’re matched in strength now. It would be an endless fight that neither of you would ever win. There’s a reason the two queens have never simply tried to kill each other that way. They always searched for other ways to try and beat each other.”

I exhaled.

“I still want to kill her. And I still want to go and find Lonan.” I looked up at Nua and Gillie, twisting the hem of my shirt in my hands. “I need to find him. I need him.”

Nua gave me a small, slightly worried smile. He reached over to clasp my wrist. “You… you love him?”

I pursed my lips to stop them trembling, blinking rapidly when my eyes got hot. “Yes.”

“Well.” Gillie let out a hard breath, glancing between us. “That’ll be a new one. The Seelie King and an unseelie prince together.”

“Who’s going to stop us?” I tried to stop my lip curling into a snarl. I wouldn’t let them.

“Well, the Carlin might try,” Gillie said conversationally as he drained the last of his tea. “Does she know?”

“I… I don’t know what she knows,” I admitted. “Balor—I think he’d been spying on us. I think they—they all thought he was playing games with me.”

“And are you sure he wasn’t?” Nua asked, staring at me hard.

To my surprise, Gillie snorted before I could answer. “You’ve forgotten the snotty mess he was when he fell to his knees on our doorstep? He was distraught. He was barely coherent.”

My heart clenched. “What did he say?”

“He begged us to help him find Ogma because the Carlin had ordered him to kill you. He said he’d give us anything if we helped him.” Gillie gave me a little smile. “He said he loves you.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, the worry for him warring with the unimaginable happiness I felt hearing those words. He’d said it to me when I couldn’t remember. I wanted to hear him say the words when I could say them back.

I shoved up from the table. “I’m going to find him.”

“Wait.” Nua hurriedly rose to his feet. “I have an idea.”

I stopped to look at him. “What?”

Nua looked down at Gillie, still sitting at the table. “Let Gillie try and see first.”

My brows twitched. “What do you mean?”

“Visions,” Gillie rasped. “I’ll take my mushrooms and see if I get anything.”

“Do you think you’ll be able to?” I asked anxiously. “Anything that can help Lonan?”

He got up from the table and went over to his apothecary cabinet. “We can try. It won’t take long.”

I nodded, chewing on my lip as I followed them into the living room. Gillie got settled on his back on the sofa, Nua perched beside him and clasping his hand.

Gillie looked over at me and smiled, silver eyes crinkling at the corners. “I’ll see you in a bit, lad.”

“Be careful,” I said, having absolutely no idea why. He wasn’t going anywhere. “Um… just… I hope you don’t see anything scary.”

Gillie chuckled as he chewed on the mushroom he’d brought with him in a little wooden bowl. Nua took the bowl from him and set it on the floor as Gillie let out a long breath and closed his eyes.

Nothing happened for a couple of minutes. We waited in silence, staring at Gillie’s stretched out form on the sofa. It just looked like he was sleeping.

Then he suddenly tensed up. His brows drew low over his closed eyes. I jumped when he spoke, then froze when I realised his voice was… different. It wasn’t as deep, and it was husky. He’d lost his brogue.

“Ash.” He trembled, brows pinched. I could see his eyes dancing behind his closed lids before they flew open. His silver irises had turned jet black. “Ash. Ash. Ash. Ash. Ash.”

My heart was pounding as my gaze darted between him and Nua, wondering if I should do anything. But Nua shook his head before looking back down at Gillie, his brows drawn as he clasped his hand.

Gillie let out a sob as his eyes slid shut again. “Ash I’m sorry I tried.”

I swallowed around the lump in my throat and approached the sofa to kneel beside him.

“I found her I got my name.” Gillie was mumbling without breaks, like a single stream of consciousness. “I got hers too I was so close I just wanted to keep you safe I’m sorry I’m sorry.”

“Fuck,” I choked out, glancing at Nua. “Can I—can I ask him anything? Will he respond?”

Nua shook his head, lips pursed into a grim line. “He won’t hear us.”

“I can’t get out,” Gillie mumbled. “Trapped. Leg is stuck. Stuck to her. Can’t fly away no matter how hard I try.”

Fly? I stared at Gillie. Was Lonan stuck as a bird? The crow or blackbird? How?

Gillie’s body had been tense, his eyes darting behind closed lids, but he suddenly seemed to relax back into the sofa. His brogue had returned, his voice back to normal when he spoke.

“It’s cold.”

My stomach lurched. I knew what that meant—that meant they were in the Carlin’s palace.

“His arm hangs there. Behind her throne. It still wears the holly king’s ring.”

My breath caught. The ring Lonan had given me at Christmas. The one that had been his.

The Carlin had my arm hanging in her throne room.

Fury made my hands clench into fists, and I stood up quickly. “I need to get him.”

“Wait for Gillie to wake up.” Nua gazed up at me imploringly. “He might know more when he comes out of it. Things he hasn’t said. Please, Ash.”

I clenched my jaw and nodded, limbs stiff with the overwhelming urge to run straight to unseelie land and find Lonan.

The Carlin was keeping him there somehow, trapped as a bird. Why? Had she somehow realised he’d found Ogma and gotten his second name?

I paced the small living room as Gillie fell silent. It was several minutes before he roused, struggling up onto his arms with Nua’s help. His eyes were back to silver.

I stared at him, chewing on my lip. “Are you alright?”

He nodded, bleary-eyed as he reached up to wipe his face. “She’s trapped him there. I couldn’t see how. But I can feel his mind is… He’s been stuck outside of his true form for a long time. Too long.”

I scrubbed a hand through my hair.

“A bird, I think. She’s somehow keeping him trapped as a bird.” I stared at Nua and Gillie fearfully. “What will happen if he’s stuck in an animal form for too long?”

“From what you said earlier, I’m guessing he’s a very powerful spiritsmith if he has several different forms.” Gillie exhaled shakily as he sat up, and Nua wrapped a blanket around his shoulders before kissing his temple. “But none of them should stay outside of their true form—their normal form—for too long. It affects the mind badly.”

Urgency made my branch arm jerk, the fingers twitching. “I need to get him.”

Gillie nodded, looking up at me with big silver eyes. “Yes. You do.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Lonan

My body spasmed when Balor wrenched the bolt free from my wing.

“What has he done?” The Carlin’s snarling voice was faint as I faded in and out of consciousness, my heart thrumming too hard.

“He found her. He found Ogma to escape your order. He actually wants the seelie pig,” Balor spat. “It wasn’t a game. He tries to be with him even now. It is disgusting, mother—”

His voice faded, and there was nothing for a while.

“—was that? I felt something.” The Carlin sounded tense. “Seelie land… What is she doing…”

Nothing again. I tried to think. Tried to keep my thoughts coherent and not disjointed, but it was hard. Getting harder the longer I stayed trapped as a blackbird.

She does this to me when I’m bad. When I’m not shifting fast enough.

No—that was before. When I was a boy. I’m not a boy now.

I have my name, don’t I? And hers. I have hers.

I tried to say it, getting confused when only a weak trill escaped my mouth.

Bird. I was a bird. Blackbird.

Where was Ash? Was he safe? Where was he was he safe where was he was he safe I need to make sure he’s safe

“Something’s here.” The Carlin’s voice, cold with anger. “Something’s on my land.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

Ash

Somehow, even after killing the Brid and her King of Boars, I was terrified as I crossed the border into unseelie land just behind my old cottage.

I couldn’t bring myself to smile when I heard the hens clucking in their coop, even though I was happy to see they were still alive. I remembered ordering Lonan to look after them when I’d snuck to the cottage to take my stuff back. He’d promised he would, and he had.

They were still alive now, which meant surely he had only recently been trapped by the Carlin. Fear clenched my stomach. What was she doing to him? Why had she trapped him?

I freed them from their coop and yard with a pang, because once I rescued Lonan I was fairly sure we wouldn’t be able to come back here. The thought filled me with sadness. Now that I remembered him, all the disjointed memories of me laughing and smiling in the cottage made sense.

He’d been the one to make me happy here.

The chickens didn’t even leave the yard at first, pecking around in the dirt for feed, but hopefully they would when they ran out of food. I didn’t have time to wait and see, creeping round the back of the cottage—past the little shelter I’d made to sit out in the snow with Lonan as a wolf—and past my herb garden, which still had the muslin cloth draped over it to protect my plants from the frost.

I couldn’t stop myself from pulling it off to let them get the sun. The air wasn’t quite warm yet, but the threat of frost was gone. We were in the Mild Months now.

I left it in a heap beside the fence and straightened up, forcing myself to walk forward. It was still completely deserted here. No unseelie had ever come anywhere near my cottage—except Caom, and Lonan. And Balor that one time he came to ask if I had seen his brother.

My lip curled in disgust at the thought of him. Had he watched us? He’d seemed to know a lot that night in the throne room, and I knew deep in my gut that Lonan hadn’t told him. Lonan wouldn’t have told him anything.

Guilt churned as I remembered how easily I had believed them all. How quickly I had refused to believe Lonan when he’d come and desperately tried to explain. I understood why he’d kept his mask in place in that throne room. It would have been too dangerous for any of them to realise the truth. And he hadn’t been able to stop it, anyway. His mother had controlled him completely.

I remembered our tense walk back from the Carlin’s palace after that awful dinner. He’d been trying to tell me then, in the only ways he could. Trying to make me realise that shedding my mortal skin would have let me escape.

‘I am my mother’s son,’ he’d scraped out when I’d asked him why he couldn’t just tell me outright. He’d meant that he was under her control. She’d never shown him how to find Ogma, as fae parents were supposed to.

A blast of icy air snapped me out of my thoughts, making me stiffen. I could see the palace from here. And I could see the tiny figure standing at the top of its huge steps, wearing a long white dress, with something small and black at her wrist.

The Carlin let out her shriek, the one that Lonan had told me about—the one that froze all nearby Folk’s feet to the ground.

But it didn’t work on me. I carried on walking, and my branch arm was already reaching for my bow before I spotted the guards who had been storming towards me, now frozen in place.

I could move even quicker now—shoot even faster. Not that I needed to. They were stuck, their eyes widening fearfully as I aimed at them. Their bodies sagged to the ground in sickening ways after I shot them, feet still glued to the ground.

I collected my arrows as I passed the dead guards, putting them back in my quiver. As I passed the village, I saw Folk frozen in place outside shops and in their seats outside the café and tavern. They all stared at me as I walked past. Caom was among them, his copper eyes wide with shock when he saw me.

The Carlin shrieked again, sounding even more furious this time. I was at the bottom of the steps now. I was close enough that I could see the blackbird chained to her wrist, his wings fluttering frantically as he tried to take flight but couldn’t.

I snarled in fury when the Carlin whirled round and his fragile body jerked hard to the side. She disappeared, but I could hear her heaving open the palace doors—because her guards were frozen, unable to do it for her. My mouth almost quirked into a smile. Her rage was making her careless.

The guards stared at me with wide silver eyes as I reached the top of the steps and shot them both. I shoved the door shut behind me so I’d be able to hear if any more guards appeared once they could eventually move. Not that I thought she had many left.

The door to the throne room was slightly ajar. The Carlin had vanished, but I knew she was in there. I could hear her hissing frantically to one of her sons about the shriek not working on me.

When I stepped into the throne room, my eyes automatically went to the arm nailed to the post behind her throne. My arm. My gorge rose, but I didn’t have time to look at it for long.

Balor snarled and flew towards me with the same long silver blade he’d used to cut off the arm now hanging in his mother’s palace. I nocked an arrow, but I didn’t rush. I aimed carefully.

He choked when the arrow drove through the lacing on his leather trousers, directly between his legs. His sword clattered to the floor as he stumbled back and fell, pale hands fluttering uselessly over the arrow protruding from his groin.

The Carlin was frozen as she stared at her eldest son whimpering on the ground with an arrow in his dick. Bres and Cethlen were still in their thrones, their fingers clenching the armrests tight. Cethlen’s hellhound sat at his feet, panting cheerfully.

“What are you here to do?” the Carlin managed to get out, trying to hide the unsteady edge to her voice. “You think you can kill me, boy? No one can kill me. Not even your rotting bitch of a mother.”

“I’m here for Lonan,” I said calmly, keeping another arrow ready in my bow. Balor was still whimpering in pain, weakly dragging himself back away from me, leaving a trail of dark blood smeared over the white stone floor.

The Carlin went still. Then a sharp grin stretched her pale mouth.

“How sweet.” She raised her wrist and smiled at the blackbird fluttering desperately at the end of a tiny chain. “Do you hear that, my little blackbird? Your seelie pig has come for you.”

I heard the palace doors open in the hall behind me, so I stepped to the side without taking my eyes off the Carlin. When guards stormed into the room, I shot each of them quickly, feeling a fierce stab of satisfaction at the flash of unease in the Carlin’s one eye.

“So you’re here for my youngest son, are you?” she snarled once they were all dead, like she wasn’t entirely sure what else to say. “A shame he is shackled to my wrist.”

“If you won’t let him go, I’ll just cut off your arm.” I nodded up at my own arm hanging behind her. “You have mine. I’ll take yours. It’s only fair.”

The Carlin laughed, the sound rough and grating. “You are a confident little thing, aren’t you? You think that now you have your fae skin you have any chance at all of beating me? I’ll rip out your spine if you get any closer.”

“Not my fae skin,” I said, reaching back and plucking out one specific arrow. I’d coated three in Gadleg’s venom and used two on the Brid. I nocked the third and aimed it at the Carlin. “But I do have Gadleg’s venom. Even if it doesn’t kill you, it’s sure to do some damage, isn’t it?”

I was bluffing. My heart was pounding in my chest. I had no idea if Gadleg’s venom would affect the Carlin at all, but judging by the way her pale face went ashen, I was fairly sure that it would do something at least.

“Gadleg’s venom,” she spat, vibrating with fury. “You have been busy, haven’t you? And why do you have that?”

“I’m not here to talk,” I said flatly, ignoring the panicked thrum of my heart that hadn’t stopped since I’d set foot on the Carlin’s land. “I’m here for Lonan. Let him go.”

Her eye darted down to Balor, but he was still a whimpering, crumpled heap on the floor, bleeding profusely from his ruined groin.

“You want him?” she sneered, jerking her wrist up hard. Lonan trilled in panic, still frantically trying to get away. “What will you give me for him? He’s useless to me now anyway.”

“I won’t give you anything.”

She froze, then bared her teeth at me. “You’re not very good at being fae, are you, sweet boy?”

“I’m going to shoot you if you don’t let him go,” I told her. “And then we’ll see just what Gadleg’s venom does to you.”

“Why would I let him go?” she snarled, and my heart stuttered with fear when her cobalt eye darted to Lonan’s fragile body, filled with calculating anger.

I shot her before she could move. I was certain she’d been about to hurt Lonan—or worse. I’d seen it in her eye. She stumbled back in shock, staring down at the arrow in her chest.

Her murderous intent towards her son temporarily forgotten, she started advancing on me with a snarl. “I will kill you, seelie pig—”

But her steps stuttered. She sucked in a raspy breath, her skin going grey. When she dropped to one knee, my heart clenched again as the blackbird was jerked down hard by the fragile leg shackled to her wrist.

“It won’t—kill me,” she got out through clenched teeth, staring up at me in fury as her limbs stiffened up.

“I told you, I’m not here to kill you,” I said, silently adding, Not yet. “I’ll be taking your hand with me so the apothecary can’t reattach it, by the way. Maybe I’ll take your other eye as well.”

“Bres,” she shrieked. “Bres, stop him.”

I glanced up at the prince and nocked another arrow, waiting for him to move. He didn’t, his face even paler than normal as he stared between me and his mother.

“Bres, you worthless pig,” she snarled. “I order you. Eochu Bres de Cailleach, I order you to—”

“Eochu Bres de Cailleach,” I shouted quickly, “Ignore your mother. You listen only to me now.”

“No,” she screeched. “Eochu Bres de Cailleach, I order you to kill him! Kill him!”

Bres just stared at me, not even glancing at his mother as she shrieked. I slid my gaze over to Cethlen and heard his breath hitch, even though he couldn’t see me. He stumbled out of his throne and further away from me.

“Please—I have no quarrel with you.” He shook his head frantically. “I—I’m barely involved with—”

“Eochu Bres de Cailleach,” I repeated, feeling a little jolt of shock when Bres actually sat up straight to listen. Fae names were strange things. “Restrain your brother Cethlen. Don’t let him move until I am long gone.”

Bres rose instantly, launching himself at his brother who cried out weakly as they collapsed to the ground.

I turned my attention back to the Carlin. She was sucking in snarling breaths and had dropped onto her hip at some point. I could see her stiff limbs trembling, her chest rising in tiny movements.

“It’s done something then,” I commented flatly, eyeing her. “You should have just let him go. Do you have anyone to make you a new arm?”

As I pulled out my dagger and approached, I kicked Balor’s sword away. Not that he was any kind of threat. He was sobbing now, cradling his ruined dick, the arrow still protruding from it. His leathers were covered in blood, a thick pool of it beneath him.

“No,” the Carlin gasped, bronze teeth flashing as she panted from the pain of Gadleg’s venom. “No—I’ll let him go. I’ll let him go.”

I paused, halfway across the throne room. “Vow it.”

She said nothing, so I flexed my fingers around my dagger’s hilt and took a step closer. “Vow you will let him go alive or I’ll cut off both your hands.”

She bared her teeth at me in a vicious snarl, but forced out, “I vow to let him go alive.”

Then she slowly raised a stiff, trembling arm, groaning from the pain the action caused. She grabbed Lonan’s fragile body in a rough grip, making me snarl and take a step closer.

But before I could move another inch, she raised him to her mouth and tore off his shackled leg with her shining bronze teeth.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Ash

Lonan didn’t make a sound.

A single spurt of dark blood squirted from the wound as his wings beat frantically, desperate to escape. But the Carlin still held him in her long-fingered fist, and she bared her bloody teeth at her youngest son in some semblance of a grin.

Terror constricted my heart. I was convinced that she was going to squeeze his body until he popped, despite her vow. Until she ground his bones and feathers to dust and his innards to pulp.

Lonan’s wings beat faster and harder, the sound of them so small in the cavernous room. After what felt like eons, she let him go. The bird shot up in a burst of movement, but after a few seconds I could tell he was weakening—quickly. Tiny droplets of blood followed him across the room as he flew as fast as he could towards me. Like pixie feet in ink, I thought vaguely, remembering movies from my youth. A different life now, from this one filled with pain and blood and death.

The Carlin was still panting weakly, but her face twisted with cruel satisfaction as she watched him struggle his way across the hall, her one cobalt eye gleaming with sick pleasure at the sight of his suffering. When she started chewing, I thought I was going to throw up.

My eyes burned as Lonan finally made it to me. He smacked right into my chest, and I had to quickly cup his fragile body in my hands before he fell to the ground. I was trembling, and when I felt his heartbeat against my palm—so fast and frantic it was like a vibration—my vision went red. I imagined ripping the Carlin’s fingers off with my bare hands, one by one. Her ears. Her teeth. Each strand of hair. I would tear her to shreds.

But I had to go. I had to get Lonan to someone who could help him—heal him. To Nua and Gillie—they’d know what to do. I had no time to get myself killed by the Carlin trying to exact my revenge for her broken son—for everything. Not that there was much she could do to me now. She could barely move anymore, Gadleg’s venom stiffening up her limbs. And I was Seelie King. Equally matched in strength. That hadn’t really sunk in yet.

I raised my head from Lonan to stare at her across the hall, holding her gaze through blurred, burning eyes. I was trembling. I was terrified for Lonan. I didn’t try to hide it from her. Didn’t try to hide any of it from her—not my fear, my anger, my pain for her son.

I heard the voice leave me before I even realised I was speaking. “I will kill you for this. Only for this.”

Even the Carlin seemed surprised I would dare speak to her this way.

“I want you to know exactly why I am killing you when I do it,” I told her, my voice quiet—but I knew she could hear me. And for a split second, she looked uneasy. “And it won’t be because of what you did to me. Or what you tried to do to the seelie. I’ll kill your eldest son for what he did to my parents, but when I kill you, it will be only because of this. It will be only for him.”

For a brief moment, the Carlin looked utterly shocked. But then she let out a rough, pained laugh, her bronze teeth still stained with her son’s blood.

“How adorable.” Her voice was tight, but she twisted her face into a sneer. “Sweet boy, do you believe you carry your mother’s powers? I’m afraid there can only be one Wielder of Words, and it isn’t you.”

“No?” My heart thumped hard. “I think it became me when I killed her.”

I registered the way the Carlin’s face jerked with shock, but didn’t let her speak.

“Let’s test it, shall we?” My heart was thudding hard in my chest, and I knew I had to leave to get Lonan help, but I drew myself up taller. “I vow to you, Carlin, Unseelie Ruler, that I will kill you for what you have done to your youngest son.”

A ripple of power flowed across the room, crossing the distance from me to the Unseelie Queen like water snakes gliding smoothly across the bed of a lake. The Carlin jerked back on the ground, arms collapsing beneath her and bronze teeth gritting with fury and pain. Her face drained of the last of its faint colour, turning grey, her one eye like molten fire.

“I vow that I will make you suffer a thousand times worse than you have made him suffer.”

Another wave of power rippled across the hall. I forced myself to smirk at her, even though I felt like I was seconds away from vomiting as Lonan’s fragile body thrummed in my hands.

“I give my oath as the Seelie King, Carlin,” I said through clenched teeth, the words flowing from me, “that I will kill you.”

I felt a scratch on my left shoulder, one that was familiar from the last time I’d been in here. I knew my oath had etched itself into my skin. I turned to leave, bracing myself against the tidal wave of icy rage rising up against my back.

“How did you do it?” the Carlin shrieked. “How did you kill her? How? How did you kill her?”

Her voice was trembling—from rage or shock or fear, I wasn’t sure. Perhaps all three. Because before I’d turned my back on her, I had, for the first time, seen true fear in the Carlin’s face.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Ash

No guards came for me as I walked back across unseelie land. Maybe she didn’t have any left.

As we passed the cottage, I considered running to grab something that could help. But it was too dangerous—we couldn’t stay here any longer than we needed to. Instead, as I strode into the forest, I fumbled with my shirt, pulling it off until I could wrap Lonan’s weakly trembling body in the cloth.

“I’ll get you to Nua and Gillie,” I said shakily. “You’ll be okay. I promise, Lonan.”

Then I ran. I was terrified that I was jostling him too much, but I needed to get there fast. He’d been stuck like this for too long, and I had no idea how quickly a bird could bleed out after having a leg torn off.

The sidhe door opened as I crashed through the trees, Nua and Gillie running out to meet me.

“Please help him,” I gasped, dripping with sweat from my sprint through the forest. “She—His leg—”

Nua took the bundle from me, his lips thinning into a grimace as he stared down at Lonan. He knelt and gently set him on the ground, Gillie crouching down beside him.

“What happened?”

“She bit off his leg,” I choked out. “He was shackled to her wrist as the blackbird.”

“He needs to shift back,” Gillie said, looking up at me with grim eyes. “He’s been like this for too long.”

“C-can he?” I fell to my knees. “He’s injured—”

“It will be very hard, but he has to. Try and get him to, Ash.”

I pursed my trembling lips and leaned down closer to Lonan’s fragile body, clenching my hands in the dirt.

“Shift back, Lonan.” My eyes were burning. “Please. You need to shift back. It’s me. It’s Ash.”

I jumped when black smoke curled in the centre of my shirt, but it was slower and fainter than all the other times I’d seen him shift. After a few seconds the broken bird vanished, replaced by Lonan’s long, lean frame—minus a leg.

There was nothing below his right mid-thigh. I swallowed convulsively as I took in the raw viscera, the bloody stump, the jagged rips into pale flesh that only sharp teeth could make.

Lonan was white, skin drawn too tight over his bones. He was panting so hard that each breath sounded like a snarling beast. His eyes were wide with terror and pain, gazing unseeing into mine—until he looked down at what remained of his right leg, and promptly passed out.

“Let’s get started then,” Gillie said as he knelt beside Lonan, voice grim. “Who knows what kind of diseases the Carlin stores in those rotten teeth.”

“C-can you make him a new leg?” I got out, clenching my hand in Lonan’s. It was limp in my grip. My heart squeezed painfully when I noticed the acorn necklace around his throat.

Gillie nodded. “It’ll take time. We have to make sure the wound doesn’t get infected until it’s ready.”

Nua jumped up. “I’ll get the salve. We won’t let him—We’ll do everything we can, Ash. I promise.”

I nodded, my chin trembling and tears dripping from my eyes as I stared down at Lonan. He was so pale—even more pale than normal. Dark shadows marred the delicate skin under his eyes. His lips were white, skin drawn too tight over his fae-sharp bones.

“We need to move him inside,” Gillie said after inspecting the gaping wound. “Treat the wound.”

I quickly swiped at my eyes as I nodded, standing up on shaky legs. I grasped under Lonan’s arms as Gillie grabbed his legs, the skin around his eyes tightening as he gripped the back of Lonan’s thigh above the jagged end.

Lonan woke only briefly to cry out in agony as we heaved him up and carried him inside. He was already unconscious again as we set him on the floor beside my pallet of furs. Blood gushed from his thigh, and Gillie quickly grabbed blankets to stop it seeping into the floorboards. He ripped off his belt and used it as a tourniquet, pulling it tight around the top of Lonan’s thigh.

He held another blanket to the wound, stemming the blood. When Nua appeared from the kitchen with salve and bandages, Gillie worked quickly to coat the raw muscle and tissue once the bleeding had slowed enough.

“Glad he’s unconscious for this bit,” he muttered. “This wouldn’t feel good if he was awake.”

He wrapped the stump tightly in bandages, cutting through the remaining leather of Lonan’s trouser leg to cover it completely.

Once it was done, he sat back and exhaled slowly. “We’ll keep applying the salve until the leg is ready.”

I nodded, mouth trembling as I clutched Lonan’s cold hand. “Th-thank you.”

Gillie looked up at Nua. “We’d best get started, my love. The sooner his new leg is on, the better.”

Nua nodded and touched my shoulder gently.

“I’ll get some water,” he said. “For when he wakes up.”

I didn’t move as Nua set a jug and cup beside me then left to collect branches. I could hear Gillie in the kitchen, already making the brew to soak the branches.

I still hadn’t moved when Nua returned. My legs were stiff and sore, but I stayed where I was even when they stepped into the room and told me that the branches were soaking in the potion and would be ready tomorrow. I gave them a brief, watery smile in thanks, but looked straight back down at Lonan as I heard them go into their bedroom.

Lonan still hadn’t woken up. Now that Nua and Gillie were gone, I leaned down and let out a weak sob as I pressed my trembling lips to his forehead. It was cold and clammy.

“Please wake up.”

He didn’t. I heard Nua and Gillie come out of their room a while later. Heard them in the kitchen, murmuring quietly to each other. When Nua came to the doorway and asked if I wanted dinner, I just shook my head.

Eventually the light in the sidhe dimmed as they banked the fire in the kitchen and blew out the candles, but Gillie fed the hearth in the living room a fresh log before they went to bed.

It was silent except for the crackling of the fire. My eyes burned with exhaustion as I stared down at Lonan, willing him to wake up.

I didn’t know how many more hours passed before he finally did. My breath caught when I saw his eyelids flutter, then they opened. Bleary black eyes looked up into mine.

Lonan’s face crumpled. “Ash.”

“I’m here,” I said quickly, clutching his hand. “I remember you. I remember you.”

He broke down and wept. I wanted to hold him but I was too scared of hurting his leg. I smoothed his sweat-damp hair back with a trembling hand, biting down hard on my lip at the sound of his gut-wrenching sobs.

“Ash,” he croaked again, then reached up and took my hand with shaking fingers and drew it to his mouth. “I’m sorry,” he sobbed, pressing his cold lips to my palm. “I’m sorry.”

I shook my head, vision going blurry. “You don’t need to be sorry.”

Lonan kissed my palm again, clinging onto my hand with clammy fingers. “I didn’t—It wasn’t me. It wasn’t me—”

“I know,” I rasped. “I know it was Balor.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you.” Lonan’s chin trembled as more tears fell. “I t-tried to stop him. I’m sorry I was so weak.”

“You weren’t.” My throat hurt as I swallowed. “You defied the Carlin by not—not killing them. That’s not weak.”

“I t-tried to tell you in the ways I could,” he sobbed. “I tried to stop it.”

I swallowed again, trying to shift the lump clogging my throat. “I know you did.”

He shook his head, a fat tear splashing onto my hand. “Forgive me.”

“I don’t need to forgive you. There’s nothing to forgive.”

I gently pulled my hand free and leaned down to kiss him. His mouth trembled against mine, but he kissed me back with desperation.

“I’m sorry,” I croaked when I pulled back. “I’m sorry I believed them. I’m sorry I—I’m sorry about what I said.” I sniffed, tears dripping onto Lonan’s shirt. “I should have trusted you. I should have listened to you.”

“H-h-how—” He struggled to get the words out. “H-how do you remember me?”

My mouth quirked into a humourless smile. “I died. Again.”

“Wh-what?” Lonan seemed to be calming down a little now, but he found my hand and clutched it in his. “Wh-what—Are you—”

“I’m fine. I killed the Brid. Her King of Boars killed me too, but she died just before me, so her… so the power transferred to me.” I shrugged uncomfortably, my face heating. “I’m—I’m kind of the seelie king now.”

Lonan stared up at me in shock, his face still too pale. “You—you’re the seelie king?”

I cleared my throat and nodded. After a second, Lonan’s mouth tipped up into a wobbly smile. He let out a sobbing laugh.

“I w-was trying so hard to keep you safe from her.” He kissed my palm. “I should have known you didn’t need me. You found a way yourself.”

I clutched his hand tighter.

“I do need you. I need you, Lonan.” I pursed my trembling lips together. “I love you.”

His breath shuddered out of him, and he turned his face into my palm. “I love you too. I’m sorry I never said it before. I did—I loved you so much it pained me. It didn’t—It felt like I wasn’t allowed to say it back. I had to hide so much from you—”

“I know.” I leaned down and kissed him again. I smiled against his mouth, overwhelming joy filling every inch of me from hearing those words. “It doesn’t matter now.”


Chapter Thirty-Six
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“You really went to Hybra?”

I helped Lonan slowly sit up in our pallet of furs and lean back against the wall so he could accept the tea Nua held out for him. He gave Nua a tiny smile and thanked him as he took it.

I bit my lip to hide my smile, something I had to do every time Lonan thanked Nua or Gillie. I knew how much trust it took for the Folk to thank anyone. I knew he was telling me how much he trusted me every time he did it.

“Yeah.” I settled back beside him with my own mug as Nua walked back into the kitchen. “Why is everyone so surprised by that? It wasn’t that hard to get there.”

Lonan snorted a tiny laugh. “It is. And even harder to stay alive if you actually reach it. And then there’s trying to get back.”

I just shrugged at that and had a sip of tea. Lonan kept his mug clasped between long fingers on his lap to soak up its warmth, something I remembered him doing all the time at the cottage.

“Did the Carlin know that Gadleg’s venom could kill the Brid?” I assumed not, because she’d never tried to get it.

“No, and she can’t find out.” Lonan looked at me. “You’re the seelie ruler now. That means you control all snakes but her. Gadleg is your weakness.”

I chewed on my lip nervously. “I did tell her I had Gadleg’s venom. She might work it out. She might realise that was why I had it.”

“Even if she does, she’d never risk herself making that journey. She might send one of my brothers to try and get it, but none of them would survive.”

I didn’t tell him about the deal. I couldn’t. And now I felt incredibly stupid for making it. I’d agreed to go back and let the one creature in existence who could kill me judge me for my actions.

My actions as a king.

She’d known. I was sure of it. She’d known that I would become king when I killed the Brid. Looking back, I knew I’d made a terrible deal. I’d been too desperate and acted too rashly. We hadn’t even agreed on how she would judge me. Just that she would.

I tried to ignore the bolt of fear and put down my mug to shuffle closer to Lonan and rest my head on his shoulder. My branch hand reached out to gently palm the top of his thigh, above the join of his new leg.

“How’s your leg feeling?”

It had been five days since it was attached, and it was nearly healed. But I knew the aches and stabbing pains lasted longer.

Lonan shifted it. It was similar to my arm—long branches twisting together with a thick one running up the centre that had fused to Lonan’s femur. The long, spindly toes flexed like a normal foot, and I grinned at the sight of it. Nua had measured Lonan’s leg and foot to ensure it was all the right length.

I didn’t miss the slight wince as Lonan bent his knee, but he tried to mask it with a tiny smile. “Very good.”

I kissed his shoulder. “At least we match now.”

He snuffled out a tiny laugh, turning his head to press a kiss into my hair. “I’ll be glad when I can wash again.”

He did smell pretty ripe, but I didn’t care. Still, I sat up and eyed his leg critically. Nua had given him a pair of soft, loose trousers with the right leg rolled and pinned up as the wound joining his flesh to the branches healed. The skin there was still pink and looked tender, but it had stopped bleeding days ago.

“I reckon it’s healed enough for you to, if we keep it out of the water. We can fill the bath up just a little way and I’ll help you. If you want.”

Lonan gazed at me, giving me a tiny nod. “Yes please.”

I kissed him quickly, tasting the aniseed of his tea, before scrambling up. “Let me go heat the water and get it ready.”

I went into the kitchen and found Nua and Gillie sitting at the table. “Do you think Lonan’s leg is healed enough for him to have a bath?”

Gillie nodded, standing up to go and fetch water from the pump.

“Try and keep it dry. It’s healing well though, eh?” He grinned over at Nua. “Your brother is a genius, the way he crafted that leg.”

Nua rolled his eyes but flushed with pleasure from the compliment.

“It’s even better than your arm,” Gillie teased as he passed me.

I snorted and went into the bathroom to light the fire and pull the chair over to the side of the tub. I set a bar of soap and a little bottle of oil on the seat, then went to help Gillie fill the cauldron over the fire with water to heat.

Despite his new leg, Lonan was still graceful when he used the wall behind him to stand up. He’d quickly found a way to do it so I could help him use the bathroom while he was healing, but when he went to rest a scant amount of weight on his branch leg, he still winced.

“So impatient.” I chuckled, wrapping my arm around him so he could lean on me as we made our way into the kitchen. “It’ll be fully healed soon and you won’t even notice.”

Gillie beamed at us when we slowly hobbled in. Nua gave us a tentative smile from the table. He was still hesitant about Lonan, but I knew it was because he worried about me.

“How are you feeling, lad?” Gillie asked Lonan.

“Yes, well, thank you.”

He wasn’t cold with Nua and Gillie like I’d seen him be to literally everyone else but me, but he wasn’t completely himself around them either. I knew he wouldn’t fall asleep until Nua and Gillie had gone to bed, and he still woke up early so he was awake before they rose. Most mornings I woke up with his head on my chest and his branch leg gingerly draped over mine as he traced patterns into my skin under my shirt.

“I’ll get started on dinner once your water’s in the bath,” Gillie said absently as we made our way to the bathroom.

“Thanks,” I called back as I helped Lonan into the room and to the seat.

Gillie had made him a toothbrush, and I passed it to him with the tooth powder before going out to get a cup of water. Once he’d finished, he rinsed his mouth and spat back into the glass so I could tip it into the drain set into the floor next to the bath.

“Sorry,” he mumbled, cheeks flushing. I knew he hated being this vulnerable—needing help to do even the simplest of things.

“Shut up,” I chuckled, going over to kiss his cheek before heading into the kitchen to get the hot water.

I was stronger now. So much stronger. I could lift the cauldron with ease after wrapping my hands in cloth, and I tipped it into the bath before taking it back into the kitchen.

After locking the door, I helped Lonan strip down and carefully get into the bath with his branch leg draped over the lip. The water barely lapped around his hips, but that meant it didn’t get near the join between his flesh and his new leg.

“Can you keep yourself sitting forward so I can wash your hair?”

I grabbed the oil first, tipping a few drops into the bath. As Lonan gripped the sides of the tub and leaned forward, I filled the jug with water and carefully poured it over his head. Then I dipped the soap into the water to lather it up.

As I washed his hair, my eyes caught and held on the pale, curved shield of his back. The light from the fire danced over his skin, throwing the long, silvery lines I could remember spotting before into sharp relief. I’d never asked him about them, but now the question burned on my tongue.

“What are these scars from?” I asked, my voice low in the quiet of the room.

Lonan’s back tensed for a second before he relaxed. “The Carlin.”

I managed to stop my hands clenching into fists in his hair, but rage flared in the pit of my stomach. Another reason to kill her.

“Why?” My voice was tight with anger.

“When I wouldn’t shift into a new animal fast enough as a boy.”

He tipped his head back to let me rinse the suds from his hair. His eyes were closed, but I saw his throat bob.

“Most spiritsmiths only have one other form. I turned into the blackbird first, when I was very young. That’s why she calls me Lonan.”

I paused at that, the jug poised over his head. “Is Lonan not your name?”

“It is. It’s what I go by. It’s not my fae name.”

The desperate urge to know his true name burned in me, but not so I could control him. Just so I knew everything about him. I didn’t ask, though. I never would.

“She would whip me until I managed to shift into a new form. For years,” Lonan continued in a murmur, his fingers still tight on the edges of the bath. “Balor enjoyed watching.”

Murderous fury rose, but I managed to finish rinsing Lonan’s hair before setting down the jug and urging him to lean back. He settled back with a relieved sigh, reaching up with wet hands to scrub his face roughly.

I watched him, my branch hand cradling the back of his head. “Do you remember anything from the throne room? When I came to get you?”

Lonan’s nose scrunched just a little, and I bit my lip as sweet warmth filled me at the sight. He shook his head.

“Not really. Not much. I’d been stuck like that for too long.”

I pursed my lips, wondering how he’d react to what I was about to say. “I, um… I shot Balor in the dick.”

Lonan froze, staring up at me. “What?”

“I shot him in the dick with an arrow.” My jaw clenched. “Gillie told me what Odran had heard.”

I didn’t want to embarrass him, but I didn’t want to keep secrets from him either. Lonan’s face flushed, eyes tightening with shame before he looked down.

“I didn’t know,” he said quietly, his hand reaching over to finger the thick scar circling his right forearm. “I didn’t know he…”

“I know.” I leaned forward and kissed the side of his wet head. “Do you think it killed him?”

He snorted without humour. “Probably not.”

I chewed on my lower lip. “Do you… do you think Gadleg’s venom did kill the Carlin?”

He stiffened at that. “No. I would know.”

“Why? Because you’re related? Would you be able to sense it?”

“No, I…” He looked down at his hands, then lifted his head to gaze at me. “Because I… Because I’ll become king when she dies.”

I froze, staring back at him. Silence filled the small room, broken only by the crackle of the fire and faint lapping of water as Lonan shifted slightly in the bath.

“How do you know?” I asked hoarsely.

“Ogma told me. When I found her.” His eyes flared, and he reached up to grip my branch arm tight. “I made a deal with her, Ash. For the Carlin’s name. I have her name.”

“Wh-what?”

“I have the Carlin’s true name. The only way to control her.” He licked his lips. “The only way to kill her.”

I stared at him. “You… you want to kill her?”

“Yes.” The muscle in Lonan’s cheek ticked. “At first it was just to keep you safe from her. Now it’s… for everything.”

I nodded slowly. “I vowed to kill her. In the throne room.”

I undid the first few buttons on my shirt to pull it to the side, showing Lonan the black X etched into my skin on my left shoulder. He reached over and traced it, his eyes darting to the favour at my throat before dropping lower.

“Is… is the one you made to me still there?”

“Yes.” I undid a few more buttons to show him. “But it’s faded now. More like a scar.”

He traced it with his fingertips, pain tightening his eyes for a moment before he looked up at me with a tiny smile.

“I’m sorry,” I croaked as I buttoned my shirt back up to hide it, the guilt still sitting heavy in my stomach.

He shook his head. “You don’t need to be sorry for it. I deserved it.”

“You didn—” My throat closed up, not letting me say it. My heart gave a mighty lurch as Lonan’s eyes turned fearful. He stared at me before looking away quickly.

I swallowed, wishing I could get the words out. A part of me must have felt like he had deserved it—had deserved to lose me for a while—and I hated it. Hated the pain he’d gone through. But at the same time, I knew it was because of everything that had happened since. Everything I’d managed to do. Maybe we’d needed the clean break to wipe everything away. All the secrets. Maybe I’d needed to be on my own for a while after everything that had happened with the Carlin.

I wondered what would have happened over these months if I’d never made that vow. Would Lonan have come with me, into the forest? Would he have even been able to, or would his mother have stopped it somehow?

It was pointless to think about, and I pushed it away as I cleared my throat in the tense silence.

“I vowed to kill her for what she’s done to you,” I said hoarsely, wanting to get rid of that haunted look in his eyes. “And I’m going to.”

Lonan nodded, his throat bobbing as he looked back up at me. “I’ll help you.”

I leaned forward in a rush, kissing him hard as my branch fingers clenched in his wet hair.

“I love you,” I said against his mouth. “I love you, Lonan.”

He let out a shaky breath and swallowed. “I love you too.”

“We have time,” I said, leaning back. “We can go to seelie. She can’t touch us there until we’re ready.”

Lonan’s breath hitched. He nodded. “You’ll be safe there. You and your brother.”

I frowned at him. “And you. You’re coming with me, aren’t you?”

“I…” His eyes darted. “They’d never let me—”

“Who?” I barked. “The seelie? Fuck them. They’ll do what I say.”

Lonan looked shocked by my imperious outburst for a second.

“But I’m unseelie. And the Carlin’s son. I can’t live there, surely.”

“Yes you can. And you’re going to. With me.” I hesitated. “Unless you don’t want to?”

He let out a tiny, weak laugh. “Of course I want to. I only want to be with you.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do. Her spies can watch from the forest and tell her that we’re living together, happily, in the one place where she can’t touch us.” I paused. “Do you think she’s looking for you?”

“Yes.”

My branch fingers curled into a fist behind his head. “We’ll be careful when we leave here.”

He nodded, reaching for my flesh hand and raising it to his face to kiss my knuckles.

“Shouldn’t you be going back to seelie soon anyway, Oak King?” he asked, kissing my palm before his lips curved into a tiny smile. “To address your subjects.”

I chuckled, feeling a sharp dart of nerves. “I guess. They can wait. I do wonder what’s happening there, though. I told the Brid’s servants to get rid of the bodies and then just left.”

He gazed up at me, his eyes reflecting the firelight. “Does it… play on your mind? What you did?”

I pursed my lips, looking down.

“Not as much as it probably should,” I admitted. “But… I didn’t really know her. And she was awful. I needed to protect Nua.”

“I meant more the actual killing her part,” he said, shifting a little in the bath. “I know how distraught you were after that… after the dinner.”

My gut clenched tight at the memory of killing that broon. It still played on my mind often. I dreamt about his brown eyes flaring with terror as he looked at me.

“That was different,” I croaked. “He’d done nothing. He was innocent. She wasn’t. Her King of Boars wasn’t either.”

Lonan nodded, kissing my knuckles. “I know.”

“I… I do worry about what I’m turning into.” I could admit this only to him. “I don’t really feel different, but I know I… am. I’ve killed so many people, and I’ve only been fae for a few months.”

“You did what you needed to do.” Lonan gripped my hand tight. “To protect yourself. You didn’t ask for any of this.”

“No,” I murmured, then looked at him and smiled. “I’m glad, though. I found you.”

I leaned over the edge of the bath and kissed him, my gut lurching with arousal when his lips parted and his tongue slicked into my mouth. I shuddered, gripping the edges of the tub tight. God, I’d missed this, even when I hadn’t remembered him. His taste. The feel of his mouth.

The water splashed softly against the sides of the tub when Lonan shifted, raising a hand to thread his fingers through my hair. He smiled against my mouth, pulling back.

“Your hair is so much longer now.”

I chuckled, reaching up and ruffling my wild curls. “Yeah. I need to cut it.”

“No.” Lonan’s eyes flared. “Don’t you dare.”

I laughed and leaned back to grab the washcloth. “Okay, I won’t. I promise. We should probably actually get you clean before the water gets cold.”

I dipped the cloth in the water and dragged it over his skin, trying not to stare at his long, lean body stretched out in the tub, his branch leg still cocked over the lip of it.

It had been a little jarring at first, seeing his pale skin in the yellow-white fire of the forest. I was so used to seeing it in the blue-white flames of the unseelie. Fire on seelie land burned orange-red, and it was hotter than unseelie fire.

I lathered up the cloth with soap and started with his neck, rolling my eyes when he flushed as I soaped his armpits. His breathing had sped up a little, and he sucked in a sharp breath when I dragged the cloth down his chest.

I swallowed when I noticed his cock was already long and hard against his lower stomach. His skin gleamed from the few drops of oil in the bath, making my mouth water.

“Sorry,” Lonan mumbled, gripping the edges of the tub tight.

I let out a rough laugh, my hand stilling on his sternum as I stared at his cock. I licked my lips, my gut clenching with want.

We hadn’t done anything more than kiss since reuniting as Lonan healed. But now, I couldn’t stop myself from abandoning the cloth and sliding my hand down his stomach.

“Why are you sorry?” I rasped, and Lonan’s breath hitched when I slid my wet, soapy fingers around the hard length of him and squeezed.

“I—” he got out, his cock bucking in my fist. “I don’t expect you to—”

He cut off with a gasp when I slid my fist up and back down, my own cock already straining in my leathers. The soap made it slippery, but it was quickly dissipating, so I let go to fumble with the bottle of oil, coating my hand.

Lonan let out a low groan through clenched teeth when I slicked up his cock, gliding my fist from base to tip. My mouth watered again as I stared down at his length, gleaming with oil. The head was flushed and pink, and a little drop of pre-cum leaked from the tip as I stroked.

Lonan’s head tipped back against the edge of the bath, his chest heaving with his panting breaths. When I slid my hand down to cup his balls, he let out a choked moan.

“Shh,” I whispered hurriedly, fighting a smile as I glanced at the closed door. “You’ll have to stay quiet.”

Lonan’s white teeth sank into his lower lip as he nodded frantically, his hips bucking when I fisted his cock again and stroked fast.

I wanted to suck him into my mouth, but the angle would have been too awkward with me leaning over the bath. The slick sounds of my oily fist pumping his cock filled the room alongside Lonan’s heaving breaths.

His flesh-and-bone leg twitched, water splashing as he tried to spread it wider, his knee pressing hard into the side of the bath. His branch leg was still draped over the lip, spreading his thighs wide. I was breathing as fast as he was as I pumped his cock, and when I leaned over the bath in a rush to kiss him, he moaned into my mouth.

The kiss was frantic, our tongues thrusting hungrily as Lonan’s cock grew as hard as diamond in my fist. He broke the kiss and panted against my mouth, his fingers clenched tight in my hair.

“I—I’m coming,” he whispered, his body starting to shake.

He’d learned that word for it from me, and a wide fae grin stretched my mouth as I looked down the length of his body to watch. Lonan’s other hand was still gripping the edge of the bath, his knuckles white as his hips jerked up into my fist, splashing water.

He let out a choked sound as his cock started firing long ropes of cum over his twitching stomach muscles, his branch leg jerking against the lip of the tub. My own dick pulsed with envy at the sight of him coming so hard, leaking into my trousers.

He sagged back into the bath when it ended, breathing hard as his cock still pulsed softly in my fist. I slid my hand up to thumb the slick, sensitive head, smiling when he jerked and shuddered with a hitched moan.

His black eyes were sated but wild as he stared up at me and croaked, “Ash,” in a needy voice.

I stood up hurriedly, already fumbling with the lacing of my trousers. I hissed as I eased my achingly stiff cock out, shuddering as my hand automatically gave it a stroke when I saw the hungry look in Lonan’s eyes.

I hopped gracelessly on one foot to yank my leathers off a leg so I could hitch my knee up onto the edge of the bath, leaning over as my hand gripped the other side.

There was no easy way to do this, but Lonan seemed determined to make it work. He licked his lips and pulled my hips closer to suck the head of my cock into his hot mouth. I clenched my teeth to hold back the moan, shuddering with pleasure when his hand cupped my balls before fisting the base of my shaft and stroking.

He sucked softly on the head before pulling back to run lips and tongue down my length and back up. My hips jerked helplessly as he gazed up at me, sliding my cock over his parted lips. I gasped shakily when I felt his tongue stroking me with every pass.

As he sucked the head back into his mouth with a moan, I saw his free hand snake down his cum-streaked front to fist his cock, which was hard and straining again. He pumped it in time with his hand on my shaft, moving faster and faster as his cheeks hollowed and he sucked desperately.

“F-f-fuck,” I gritted out, keeping my voice low.

It didn’t take long for my balls to tighten up, and I huffed out a breathy moan as his long fingers released my shaft to slide over them, then further back. When I felt a fingertip stroke my hole, circling it, I let out a ragged gasp and started to come.

Lonan moaned frantically as he swallowed every spurt of cum, his brows pinching and his fist pumping his cock faster and faster. He shuddered, hips flexing up in the bath as he started to come again, still sucking to take every last drop I gave him.

My legs were weak and shaking when it ended, mouth dry from my heaving breaths. Lonan lay boneless and panting in the bath as I lowered my knee and thumped back into the chair, trying to calm my racing heart. We stayed in comfortable silence for a minute or two as we recovered, our frantic breaths slowly evening out.

“I missed you so much,” he eventually said into the quiet, voice still unsteady.

My heart clenched, and I leaned forward to kiss him.

“You mean you missed my cock?” I teased, wanting to make him smile.

But he didn’t. He rested his forehead against mine and said, “No. I missed every part of you. All of you.”

I swallowed, resting my hand on his chest, feeling his heart still thudding hard in there. I slid my fingers up until they touched the acorn at his throat, soaking in its warmth.

“I missed you too.”

Because I had, even though I hadn’t been able to remember him. Something had always felt wrong—incomplete. And now that I had him back, the hollowness in my chest had finally gone away.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Lonan

I tried to hide how nervous I was as we crossed the treeline onto seelie land, but I could tell that Ash knew anyway. He squeezed my hand hard, pulling me closer as we walked over lush green grass and through flowering meadows. The air was very warm, making my skin prickle with sweat under my clothes.

Nua and Gillie were silent behind us. I knew Ash’s brother was anxious too. They called him the Traitor here, because he hadn’t killed Ash when he was a boy. I wondered how they’d react to him, now that the boy he’d refused to kill was their king.

Ash didn’t seem scared as we approached the seelie palace. Guards and Folk alike saw us and stared, but did nothing. I assumed word had travelled quickly about the Brid’s death and their new king, despite Ash’s absence.

We’d waited another week before leaving Nua and Gillie’s sidhe to come here. My leg was healed, only the slightest twinge streaking up it when I stayed on it for too long. I was more grateful than I could bring myself to admit to Nua and Gillie, the words not coming to me when I was with them. But I told Ash, and I hoped he’d told them for me. Gillie had been welcoming to me from the beginning, but Ash’s brother took longer to warm to me. I understood. Part of me felt like I didn’t deserve forgiveness or kindness from any of them. Not even Ash.

I was sure a part of him still resented me. Surely he had to, even though I hadn’t been the one to kill his parents. I’d still hidden things from him. I’d still been involved in the Carlin’s plans, though unwillingly.

I didn’t know how he could bear to even look at me, now that he remembered everything between us from before. When I had lain beside him in bed, knowing what my mother had planned and being unable to say anything.

I still felt intense shame for it. The guilt festered like my insides were slowly rotting. I knew it would never go away.

When we reached the sprawling front gardens of the palace, the huge doors were heaved open and a single small fae emerged, hurrying down the enormous grass steps towards us.

“Pr—King Ash.” Her voice was frantic with nerves, and she dipped into a deep bow when she reached us. “I—We—”

“You’re the one who came after I killed her, aren’t you?” Ash gave the fae a hesitant smile. “What’s your name?”

“Jora, my king.” She twisted her hands in the front of her dress anxiously. “I—We did as you asked. We removed the… We cleaned the throne room.”

Her eyes darted to me and widened, then down to our linked hands before widening further.

“I guess I… I suppose I should make some kind of announcement?” Ash’s voice was hesitant, and he looked behind him at his brother.

Jora’s eyes bulged again when Nua stepped forward.

“Yes. It’s probably for the best. There has most likely been some… unrest.”

“We tried to keep it quiet,” Jora blurted, her pink skin flushing deeper in colour. “But word spread. About the Brid’s death. And the King of Boars.”

Ash nodded.

“That’s okay. I, um…” He glanced at me, chewing his lip. “Shall we go in?”

“We can gather the Folk in the gardens for an announcement,” Jora said as she hurried beside us.

Ash smiled over at her. “Yes please.”

“Of course.” She was tripping over her words to get them out fast, which made him side-eye her. I pursed my lips to stop myself from smiling. “I’ll go and—I’ll get everything ready.”

After she hurried off ahead of us, Ash muttered to me, “What the fuck am I meant to say?”

I squeezed his hand. “Just… reassure them, I suppose. There hasn’t been a change in ruler for either court in hundreds of years. They’ll be wary.”

“Lonan is right, Ash,” Nua said, walking on his other side with Gillie’s hand in his. “They just need to hear from you for now. That you are their king. Your coronation can come later.”

Ash went pale. “Coronation?”

Gillie burst out laughing. “Of course, lad. When you get your crown. And your official title as Seelie Ruler.”

“Official title?” he grumbled. “Don’t I have enough already?”

“You’ll have one.” Nua smiled over at him. “It’s already there, in the Book of Names. Ogma will whisper it to you when you take your crown.”

I stayed quiet, even though I should have known this, as a prince. As hateful as the Brid was, at least she’d apparently kept her presumed heir informed of what would happen when he took over. The Carlin had told us nothing. Or she’d told me nothing, at least.

“Are you alright, love?” Gillie asked Nua softly, pulling him closer.

He let out a hard breath. “Yes, I’m fine. It’s… odd being back here.”

“You don’t have to stay,” Ash said quickly. “Not if you don’t want to. But… you’ll visit us at least, I hope?”

Us. My stomach squeezed into a tight knot, and I gripped Ash’s hand harder.

“Of course we will.”

“You’ll give us a good room here, lad?” Gillie was eyeing the palace as we made our way up the grass steps towards the huge front doors, blossom trees and wild animals and dancing Folk carved into the wood.

Ash laughed. “Of course. The best. Take the Brid’s room, if you want.”

“You don’t want it yourself?” I asked quietly.

He wrinkled his nose. “Maybe if we burned all the furniture in it first. Did her boar sleep in there with her?”

“We can have my old room,” Nua told Gillie. “If it’s still… intact.”

Ash looked over at me with an amused smile.

“And you already know where my room is, don’t you?” He bumped my shoulder with his. “My little moth spy.”

I flushed, my eyes darting over to Nua and Gillie to see if they’d heard.

“I just wanted to make sure you were alright,” I mumbled. Ash laughed.

“I know. You made me feel better.”

He leaned over to kiss my cheek, and I saw the two guards standing on either side of the doors staring at us as we reached the top of the steps. They said nothing, just pulled the doors open for us to go inside.

Palace staff were everywhere. They all stopped as we stepped inside, freezing for a few seconds before every single one of them dipped into a deep bow.

Ash shifted uncomfortably beside me, his hand growing clammy where it clenched mine tight.

“You don’t need to do that,” he said quickly.

A few of them glanced at each other in confusion as they all slowly straightened back up. There was a long moment of awkward silence.

“Can—um, can we get some water, maybe?” Ash asked, and two of the female fae with long, braided brown hair scurried off immediately.

Ash turned to me. “Do you need something to eat? Do you need to rest for a while?”

My leg ached fiercely from the long walk here, but I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

Jora hurried over, still twisting the front of her simple brown dress in her hands. “The royal messenger has gone into the town, King Ash. The Folk will start arriving shortly for you to address them.”

Ash swallowed and nodded, glancing at me again with anxious eyes. I squeezed his hand to try and comfort him.

“I…” Jora looked terrified as her eyes darted first to me, then to Nua. “Will… will your… Will the unseelie prince be joining you? And… Prince Nua?”

“Yes,” Ash said immediately. “And Gillie.”

Her brown eyes darted to Gillie, and for the first time her narrow face broke into a tiny smile as he grinned at her.

“I appreciate your help, Jora,” Ash said, smiling at her. “What’s your job here?”

She swallowed. “I was… I was one of the Brid’s maidservants.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

She looked terrified. Her eyes darted about frantically, hands twisting her dress harder. “I… I…”

“I mean do you want a new job?” Ash asked patiently. “Or do you want to work for me?”

“I’d like to be—to keep my job,” she blurted immediately. “If you’d like me to.”

Ash nodded before looking around with a frown. “Sure. But… there are a lot of staff here.”

I squeezed his hand. “You don’t have to keep them all. You can do what you want.”

Jora’s eyes flicked to mine and narrowed slightly in suspicion, making me fall silent.

But Ash noticed.

“Prince Lonan will be living here with me,” he told her in a hard voice, making her eyes flare with fear. “Everyone will show him the same respect they show me. And Nua and Gillie.”

“Of course,” she said quickly.

The two female fae reappeared carrying a big pewter jug and four crystal glasses. Four broon followed behind them, heaving over a dainty gold table with legs shaped into twisting vines.

“They didn’t need to bring a fucking table,” Ash muttered, but smiled politely at them when they set the table down in front of us.

His smile dimmed when the broon all glanced at him in terror before bowing and hurrying off. My heart ached for him. I knew killing the broon that night had traumatised him. I could tell when he was having nightmares. His sleep would grow restless, and his skin would get hot and damp. Though he’d never said it, I knew they were about what he had done.

“Can I speak with you?” I murmured, gently pulling on his hand to get him to step away.

He came easily, turning to face me and resting his free hand on my hip as he stepped close.

“You don’t have to address it—what the Brid made you do,” I murmured, glancing over at the staff. “But I know you don’t want them to be scared of you. Tell them the Brid used your name. Word it carefully. They will understand.”

He swallowed, face going pale. “But I didn’t technically have to do it.”

“That’s why I say to word it carefully. Make them think you did.” I gave him a tiny smile. “Sometimes small untruths are for the better.”

He clenched my fingers tighter as he nodded. When he leaned in and kissed me, the front hall went utterly silent. Ash made a low sound of amusement against my mouth before pulling back.

“I’m guessing this will be the thing they struggle with the most,” he muttered.

I swallowed, nodding as I glanced behind him at the Folk still gawking. They looked away quickly when they saw me watching, but I could see the disgusted expressions on some of their faces.

I looked back at Ash, stomach clenching into a tight knot. “If it stops them from accepting you… If—”

“No.” His voice was hard. “Don’t. I don’t care about being fucking… adored or whatever. I’ll just do my job—whatever that actually is—and they can deal with it.” He grinned at me. “I’ll get rid of any staff who don’t like it. And if that’s all of them, who cares? I’m used to doing things for myself. I don’t need Folk to light a fire or cook my freaking breakfast for me.”

Before I could answer, a large group of tall, willowy seelie Folk swept out of a side door and glided towards us.

“King Ash,” one at the front drawled, his long brown hair swept back in complicated braids and his forest green tunic gleaming with gold accents. “It is an honour.”

“Is it?” Ash said dryly as he tugged me back over to Nua and Gillie at the little table.

Several pairs of green, gold and brown eyes darted down to our linked hands before tightening with disdain. Ash finally let go of my hand to pick up the jug and pour four glasses of water, and I resisted the urge to curl my fingers into fists.

The fae who’d spoken recovered, his face smoothing out into an ingratiating smile. “Of course. Our new king. We look forward to getting to know you better.”

“You’re all the courtiers the Brid kept around, aren’t you?” Ash asked flatly as he handed me a cup of water. “You live in a wing of the palace?”

“That’s right,” the fae said smoothly, his eyes drifting over to Nua.

“Well, sorry, but you can’t stay here.”

He froze. They all did.

“Excuse me?”

“You’re not living here.” Ash sipped his water after handing glasses to Nua and Gillie. “I don’t need or want courtiers. I’ll help you find somewhere else to live in the town, but you can’t stay here.”

“But…” His eyes darted frantically to the other courtiers, as if looking for support. “But we are noble fae, my king. We can’t… live among the Folk.”

“What makes you noble?”

The fae stared at him in stunned silence for a moment. “We… we come from higher stock.”

Ash snorted. “Okay. Sure. Well, let’s hope there are homes in the town befitting your station, then.”

Gillie tried to muffle his snort of laughter behind his glass, and the fae’s eyes narrowed as they darted to him.

“Of course,” he said, his voice tight with suppressed anger as green eyes swept over all of us. “Will you introduce us to your… acquaintances, my king?”

“You know Prince Nua already, surely.”

The fae’s eyes fixed on Nua.

“Of course,” he said again, nodding his head in a tiny bow. “It has been many years since we have seen you, Prince Nua.”

“Well, you’ll see a lot of him now,” Ash said airily, gesturing at Gillie. “This is Gillie. Nua’s partner.”

He turned his head towards me with a smile, setting down his water to thread our fingers back together. “And this is the unseelie prince Lonan. I’m sure you know of him already too.”

The noble Folk all stared at me hard. I made sure my cold mask was in place, sweeping flat eyes over them all. Several cringed and looked away.

“Indeed. Highly unusual.” The fae let out a little laugh. “And you are… together?”

“Yes.” Ash stared at him hard. “We are.”

The fae’s eyes drifted back to me. I stared back at him impassively.

“I imagine the Carlin had something to say about that.”

“The Carlin can go fuck herself.” Ash ignored their shocked faces, turning towards the doors behind us. “Are we doing this, or what?”

Jora hurried forward from where she’d been fidgeting at the side. “I’ll go and check to see if the Folk have arrived, my king.”

She heaved open one of the doors and slipped outside. Ash glanced over his shoulder at the noble Folk still standing there in silence.

“You should probably go out there,” he commented. “I’ll address everyone at once.”

The fae’s jaw clenched, but he gave a stiff nod. “Of course.”

They all gave jerky bows and moved reluctantly towards the doors. The moment they were gone, Nua snorted out a little laugh.

“You’ll be a good king.”

Ash glanced at him, letting the nerves bleed into his face now that they were gone. “Will I? Because I have no fucking idea what I’m doing. I just know I don’t want those pompous douchebags swanning around here.”

My brows twitched as I wondered what a douchebag was, but I didn’t ask.

Jora returned, giving Ash a hesitant smile. “The Folk are gathered in the gardens, my king.”

He nodded, his throat bobbing and betraying his nerves. I squeezed his hand, then lifted it to my mouth to kiss his knuckles. “You’ll be fine.”

“I’m so nervous,” he whispered shakily as we started moving towards the doors. “What am I meant to say? I should have planned something—”

“Just keep it brief.” Nua rested a spindly hand on Ash’s shoulder. “Just confirm that you’re their new king, and say you’ll have your official coronation soon.”

He nodded again, squeezing my hand painfully tight as we stepped outside.

Shock made my mask momentarily slip as I stared at the sea of Folk before us. The crowd stretched all the way back, past the tall archway at the end of the huge, sprawling gardens. I knew there were more seelie than unseelie, but seeing them all gathered in one place made it glaringly obvious just how many there were.

Ash had many, many more subjects than my mother. The thought made my mouth twitch with the start of a smile that I quickly suppressed.

“Jesus Christ,” he breathed beside me, his hand sweating in mine. “I don’t think I can do this.”

“You can,” I murmured as the last of the crowd near the back quieted, and there was total silence as they all waited for Ash to speak.

When he remained silent, Gillie snorted from beside Nua. “You have to say something, lad.”

“I…” His voice shook, but then he cleared his throat and raised his voice. “I’m sure many of you have already heard. I… I killed the Brid and her King of Boars.”

His face flushed, his golden-brown forehead damp with sweat as the hot sun beat down on us. “She was a terrible woman. A terrible mother and a terrible ruler.”

His voice grew more confident as he swept his eyes over the crowd. “I vow to you that no more seelie will ever be needlessly slaughtered by the court.”

His hand twitched in mine as the crowd went still, and I knew he was feeling the oath etch into his skin.

“There’ll be no more rituals like that on Beltane. Or Samhain.”

“She did it on the Summer Solstice too,” Nua muttered.

“Or the Solstice,” Ash added. “Or whenever else she did it.”

He swallowed, and I saw his eyes dart down to the small group of broon gathered at the side of the crowd. The palace staff had come out to hear his address.

“Some of you may have heard what I… what happened a few weeks ago here, when the Carlin came for dinner.” He looked at the broon, pain tightening his features. “She ordered me to kill one of you. She… she used my name. I’m sorry.” His voice was hoarse. “I’m sorry for what I did. I carry the guilt of it. It will never happen again.”

He looked back at the crowd. “I hope I can make things better for all of you.”

He seemed to run out of steam then, and in the ensuing silence an unknown fae called out from the crowd, “What of the Golden Son? And the unseelie prince beside you?”

“My brother is welcome here. And so is his partner, and Prince Lonan.” He gripped my hand tighter, his voice hard and unforgiving. “I won’t stand for any intolerance towards any of them. I’m not an angry or bloodthirsty person, but if I hear even a hint of disrespect towards any of them, that will make me angry. Very angry.”

His eyes focused on the group of noble Folk gathered at the front of the crowd. They’d still set themselves apart from everyone else, which made my lip want to curl. My mother was awful, but at least she was too cold to keep herself surrounded by simpering Folk who thought they were better than everyone else.

“Like I said, I want to make things better. After my coronation, I’ll… I’ll open up the palace one day a week for you to come to me with any issues. I’ll see what I can do.”

A murmur rippled through the crowd at that. Ash let out a hard, quiet breath, so I squeezed his hand again.

“Okay, well… that’s it.” He stared at the crowd uncertainly. “Um… go back to whatever you were doing.”

The crowd slowly started moving. The noble Folk didn’t seem to know what to do, standing there at the bottom of the grass steps. They started whispering frantically to each other.

As we turned to head back inside, I disentangled my hand from Ash’s to give his back a comforting stroke. His shirt was damp with sweat. I could feel the nervous heat coming from him.

“You did very well,” I murmured, kissing his shoulder.

“You did,” Nua agreed, smiling at him. “That’s a good idea, about opening up the palace for them.”

“Is it?” Ash licked his lips nervously, sighing in relief when we stepped inside and out of the sun. “I think I saw it in a film once. I just… didn’t know what else to say.”

Nua laughed. “It’s a good idea. The Brid never did anything like that. She didn’t care.”

“You did well, lad.” Gillie leaned forward to grin at Ash. “How about a drink to celebrate?”

Ash snorted. “You’re welcome to whatever you want in here. But I think I… I need to go and decompress for a while.” He looked over at me and wrapped his arm around my back with a smile. “Want to come to my room?”

Gillie snorted. “Decompress. I’m sure that’s exactly what you’ll be doing.”

I cleared my throat, trying to will my cheeks not to heat. We hadn’t done anything else since our frenzied moment in the bath, too aware of how quiet and small the sidhe was at night.

I was desperate for him. I needed to feel him close. Against me, with nothing between us. To convince myself that I really had him back. That he really still loved me. Because a weak, fearful part of me believed that he didn’t. That he couldn’t. That he’d never again be able to feel for me how he had before he’d found out everything and made his vow to forget me.

Surely that rage still lingered inside him somewhere. He hadn’t been able to say that I didn’t deserve what had happened—what he’d vowed. And even though I agreed, the terror of that moment still sat heavy in my stomach.

He had so much now. An entire court to rule over. He had his brother and Gillie. He’d said he needed me, but did he really? He’d achieved so much without me. I was so proud of him, but a small, pathetic part of me was terrified that he’d realise he didn’t actually need or want me anymore. That once the intense explosion of emotions he’d surely felt when he remembered everything in a single moment had faded, the anger would return.

“Jora,” Ash said. She hurried over immediately. “Will you make sure Nua’s room is ready for him? And maybe get some food and drink prepared for them?”

“Of course.” Her eyes darted to me again. “And… Prince Lonan?”

“He’ll be staying with me.” Ash pulled me closer. “I assume my room is how I left it.”

Jora’s face flushed. “The Brid did… have it searched after you vanished.”

Ash snorted. “Good for her. There was nothing of mine even in there.”

He focused on Jora again, which made her flush deepen.

“I meant it, Jora. If I hear of anyone being rude to Nua…”

“They won’t,” she said quickly. Her fingers twisted in her dress again, but a tiny smile tilted her lips as she looked at Nua. “It’s… It’s a pleasure to see you again, Prince Nua.” She looked hesitant, but shyly added, “You were always very kind compared to… You were a welcome presence here. We felt the loss of you keenly.”

Nua’s golden face flushed darker with pleasure. He didn’t seem to know what to say, but Gillie pulled him close and said, “I’m sure you did. I’ve been lucky enough to have him all to myself for these years.”

I could tell that Ash was flagging beside me, the frantic nervous energy fading and leaving him drained.

“Shall we go and rest?” I said quietly.

He pulled me closer and kissed my temple.

“Yeah. Let’s go.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Ash

I was still shaking as we stepped inside my room. I would have been able to tell it’d been gone through even if Jora hadn’t said that the Brid had it searched. Things looked slightly out of place, though whoever had been in here had tried to do a good job of putting everything back.

Sucked for her that there’d been absolutely nothing of mine in here anyway.

I exhaled, pushing the thought from my mind as I turned to Lonan.

“Did I do okay?” I asked in a small voice, twisting my hands in the hem of my shirt.

“Yes.” He stepped closer and cupped my face. “Perfect. I’m proud of you.”

I relaxed at that, leaning forward to kiss him. Arousal flared instantly, now that we were finally alone in a room where we wouldn’t be disturbed, but I forced myself to break the kiss.

“Shall we have a bath?” I took his hand and led him towards the attached bathroom. “The tub here is fucking massive.”

He chuckled quietly, glancing around at my room before we stepped into the bathroom. “This is nice.”

“What’s your room at the Carlin’s palace like?” I asked as I released his hand and went to turn on the tap over the enormous sunken tub in the centre of the room. “Well. Your old room.”

“Cold.” As I glanced over at him, I saw his lips pulled down into a frown. “I wish I could get the warming potion you made me from there. I don’t care about anything else.”

He had the dagger I’d given him at his hip. I gave him a little smile and nodded at the acorn necklace round his throat.

“At least you have that. I’ll make you another jar of the warming potion.” Then I grinned at him. “But I’ll keep you warm every night anyway.”

I’d hoped to make him smile, but he bit his lip and strode forward to throw his arms around my neck as he kissed me hard.

“I love you,” he mumbled shakily against my mouth. “I’m sorry for everything. I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to you. I promise.”

I frowned, stroking a hand through his hair. “You don’t need to keep apologising. And you don’t need to make anything up to me.”

“I do,” he said hoarsely, pulling back and averting his eyes. “And I will, if you’ll let me.”

“I…” That confused me, and I wasn’t sure what to say. “I mean… I guess I can’t stop you. But you don’t need to.”

He shook his head silently and started unbuttoning his shirt as the bath filled. I watched him for a moment. His face was tense. The dark shadows had gone from under his eyes, and he wasn’t grey anymore like he’d been after the Carlin tore off his leg. But he looked withdrawn—even more withdrawn than normal.

Not really knowing what to do, I went to the bath and poured in a few drops of oil. It was jasmine scented, which I didn’t mind, but I hoped I’d be able to get the rosemary one I preferred here. The hot water rushed out of the tap in a furious torrent, filling the bath quickly.

We got undressed in silence, which made my belly churn with nerves. Lonan looked tired, I realised as I glanced over at him again. He was limping on his branch leg as he walked over to the bath, and my chest tightened at the sight of it.

“My arm ached for ages even after it healed,” I told him as I climbed in after him.

The nerves dissipated a little when Lonan immediately moved closer. The bath was big enough that we could have both sat in there without even touching, but he slid between my spread thighs and leaned his back against my front. I wrapped my arms around him tightly, pulling him even closer. My dick twitched against his lower back at the feel of his warm, slippery skin.

We lay there in silence for a while, until I leaned forward to turn off the tap once the bath was full enough. I kissed Lonan’s shoulder before sitting back, my shoulders pressed against the smooth wall of the tub.

“You’ll be a good king,” Lonan murmured, tangling our fingers together beneath the water.

I ignored the flash of nerves and pressed my smiling mouth against the bend of his neck. “So will you.”

It was kind of wild to think that Lonan was going to become the unseelie king one day. Probably one day soon. We had the Carlin’s name. We had the only way to control her, which meant we’d be able to kill her.

And Balor.

I didn’t bring them up, though, not wanting to ruin this with thoughts of them.

“What will my coronation be like?” I wondered out loud, running my hands up and down Lonan’s chest.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “The Carlin never told us anything like that.”

My lip curled. I didn’t want him to start thinking about her, so I kissed his neck again before nuzzling into his hair.

“What if I turn into a complete tyrant?” I teased. “You’ll have to make sure I don’t. Keep me grounded.”

“You won’t,” he said quietly.

I chewed my lip, anxiety flaring again at how withdrawn he seemed. He wasn’t being cold, but I could tell he was troubled in some way. I hoped it was just his leg, and that he’d feel better after resting it.

I tried to ignore the fear that sat in my stomach like a ball of ice. Maybe he hated it here, on seelie land. Maybe he couldn’t stand the thought of staying here with me while I was king.

I wanted to spin him in my arms and kiss him. Gorge myself on him, because I’d missed him so much, and I wanted to know that everything was still alright. But I didn’t dare.
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After our bath, Jora delivered some dinner to our room. She didn’t seem to know where to look when I opened the door in only my leather trousers, her pink face turning bright red.

I took the tray from her with a smile. Lonan chuckled quietly from where he sat in front of the fire after I closed the door.

“You’re going to make her faint, if any more blood rushes to her head when she sees you.”

I made a little grumbling sound in my throat as I carried the tray over. “Yeah. What’s with that?”

“Because you’re beautiful,” he said, making me flush. “And you’re the king.”

“I still have no idea what that actually means for me,” I admitted as I set the tray on the table between the two armchairs. “What I’ll have to do.”

“You don’t have to do much, if you don’t want,” Lonan told me, his black eyes reflecting the warm seelie fire in the hearth. “It depends on how much change you want to make after your mother.”

“I don’t know enough yet. I need to find out more about what she did or… didn’t do. What it’s like for them.”

He nodded. “You will. But you don’t need to find out tonight.”

I grinned over at him as I sat down. “You’re right. Let’s eat and then go to bed. And stay there. For a very long time.”

Lonan’s eyes darkened with arousal, but his nod was hesitant. I frowned at that, but got quickly distracted when he pulled the metal cloche off the tray and the warm, rich scent of lamb rose up. My stomach rumbled. I’d been too tense and nervous to eat before we left Nua and Gillie’s sidhe, but now I was ravenous.

There was a whole leg of roasted lamb on a platter, surrounded by steamed carrots and new potatoes. A separate bowl of steamed greens was dotted with tiny knobs of butter, and an entire loaf of crusty bread sat on a wooden board with a bowl of more whipped butter beside it.

A dish of sliced strawberries was nestled between two bowls filled with light, airy chocolate mousse. There was a jug of water and two cups, as well as two glasses of sparkling seelie wine and two tankards of dark ale.

I ignored the wine and took one of the ales. I’d drunk hardly any alcohol while I’d been here—too wary of the Brid—but I’d liked this when I’d tried it. It was dark and bitter, nothing like the cloyingly sweet unseelie wine.

The seelie didn’t seem to like sweet things as much as the unseelie. They didn’t glaze their meat in honey or crust their fruit with sugar. I appreciated it. A lot.

Lonan picked up the other tankard and took a hesitant sip, like he wasn’t sure if he’d like it. His nose wrinkled slightly, which made me melt, but he took a second sip before giving me a small smile when he noticed I was watching him.

“I like it.”

I ripped off a hunk of bread and used it to tear some of the lamb free. It fell off the bone, and I suppressed my groan when I put it in my mouth.

“Okay, maybe I take back what I said about getting rid of all the staff and cooking our food myself.”

Lonan chuckled, but I noticed he wasn’t eating much, even though he normally ate more than I did. He picked at his food, taking tiny bites.

I swallowed my mouthful and watched him worriedly.

“Are you okay?” I asked, fiddling with the bread in my hand. “I know this must all be… really weird for you.”

He pursed his lips and glanced around the room. I’d never seen his bedroom at the Carlin’s palace, but I imagined it followed the same style as the bits I had seen. Cold and white and empty.

The seelie palace was ornate and almost cluttered. I didn’t particularly like the gaudy gold accents and emerald-encrusted ornaments, but I liked the dark wooden furniture. It felt warm. Now that the Brid was gone, I was more relaxed here.

“You… you don’t have to stay here,” I said hoarsely, even though the words made my insides clench up painfully. “If you hate it. We can find somewhere safe for you to live in the forest. And… I can visit you.”

“No,” he said immediately. “I don’t hate it. I want to be here with you.”

He exhaled and gave me a tiny smile. “I’m fine, Ash. I’m sorry if… My leg aches a little. I’m just tired.”

“Of course.” I reached over and took his hand. “It’s been a long day. And your leg’s barely healed. You probably shouldn’t have walked on it for so long. I’m sorry. We should have waited longer—”

He let out a little huff of laughter. “We keep apologising to each other. You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“Neither do you,” I said quickly, releasing his hand and gesturing at the food. “Please eat something. I’ll worry otherwise.”

He nodded and started eating more, though slowly. The silence felt tense, which made me clench up the longer it dragged on. I finished my ale and ended up drinking one of the glasses of wine just to try and take the edge off my growing nerves.

Lonan was always quiet, but this was different. Something was wrong, and I desperately wanted to fix it but didn’t even really know what it was. Everything was good now, wasn’t it? We were together. We were in the one place where the Carlin could never touch us.

Lonan switched to water, pouring me a cup too. I’d eaten too much to feel the effects of the ale and wine I’d drunk, but I sipped it as I furtively watched him finish his meal.

“Shall we go to bed?” I asked him with a hesitant smile. “You’re tired. You need to rest your leg.”

He nodded and stood up without a word to make his way over to the bed, so I quickly set down my cup and followed him. The sun was only just setting, warm golden light pouring into the room through the window and deepening rapidly.

I stood there unmoving, my breaths coming fast as I watched Lonan slowly unbutton and pull off his shirt, his back to me. The light danced off his pale skin, shifting over the long silvery lines on his back.

I desperately wanted to be close to him, now that we finally could be. I wanted to feel him on top of me, inside me, keeping me warm with his bare body against mine.

But something was wrong. He was stiff and completely silent as he got undressed.

I swallowed, making my way closer to rest my hand on his back. He shuddered but still said nothing, his head hanging low as he clenched his shirt in a fist.

“Are… are you sure there’s nothing else wrong?” I croaked. “Please talk to me.”

He shuddered again and finally turned to face me, dropping his shirt on the floor. His black eyes were tight as he stared at me, chest heaving with his fast breaths.

He lunged at me in a rush, kissing me hard and threading his fingers through my hair. I froze in shock for a second before kissing him back, wrapping my arms around him and hauling him to me tight. His fingers moved frantically through my hair before he cupped my face and slicked his tongue into my mouth with a tiny moan.

Lonan broke the kiss but kept my face clasped between long-fingered hands as he gazed at me through lust-heavy eyes. I could feel his trembling breaths on my lips.

“Use me,” he murmured, then kissed me again.

My initial response was to moan, especially when our lips opened and his tongue slid over mine again. But as the words finally registered, I broke the kiss abruptly.

“What?”

“Use me,” Lonan repeated, his voice hoarse and a little desperate. His thumbs caressed my cheekbones as he nuzzled my face. “I know… I know you are still angry with me, Ash. I understand.”

“What?” I repeated.

He drew back, the desire in his eyes now mingling with that faint fear I sometimes saw when he looked at me recently, like he was terrified I was going to turn my back on him.

“I want you to take it out on my body. You can do whatever you want to me.”

He kissed me again, but I barely had time to dazedly kiss him back, a frown tugging on my brows as I processed his words, before he was trailing desperate kisses along my jaw.

“I want you however you will have me, Ash.” Lonan’s feverish mouth dropped hot, wet kisses down the column of my throat, threatening to distract me. “My mouth, my body. Take whatever you want. Please.”

“Lonan.” I grasped his shoulders, drawing him back enough so I could look at him. “Are you… Do you want me to… punish you?”

“I want you to use me,” he repeated, black eyes gleaming in the dying light. “Use my body to slake it all, Ash.”

“That sounds like you want me to punish you,” I said, my voice hardening.

I saw his hands curl into fists at his sides, and it took him a few moments to answer. “Does it matter?”

I sucked in a breath so fast I nearly choked, anger rising in me like a hot rush of blood. “Yes, it fucking matters.”

Lonan stayed silent for a minute, but I could hear his breaths quickening with some emotion. Finally, words burst from him.

“A part of you, at least, must hate me still.” His voice was rough and trembling. “A part of you will never forgive me for what I’ve done or what I am. And I don’t deserve it, anyway. Any of it. Your forgiveness. You. But at least this way I can still…”

He swallowed, voice softening to a pleading tone as he took a step closer. “If this is how I can stay with you, I will do it.”

“Do what?” I was trembling with fury, but my voice managed to come out somewhat calm.

“I will be the vessel for your lust. Your anger.” Lonan took another step closer and splayed long fingers over my chest and pounding heart. His voice lowered. “Use my body, Ash.”

“What is wrong with you?” I jerked away from him fast, my chest heaving with angry, panting breaths.

The movement made Lonan stumble back, and my heart stabbed with guilt as his branch leg buckled under him briefly. But he was fae; he quickly and nimbly righted his footing as his black eyes flashed at me, a hint of anger peeking out.

“I deserve it,” he snarled. “I deserve less, but I am weak, Ash.”

An angry tear escaped from the corner of his eye and rolled down his flushed cheek.

“How can you stand to even look at me? I feel like a…” He shuddered, arms twitching as if fighting the urge to wrap around himself protectively. “A monster. But I’m still a selfish one. And I still want you. I will take you however you will let me. And if that means just being the body you use, I will be it. Gladly.”

“Why the fuck would I want that?” I shouted. “I wouldn’t want that with anyone, Lonan, but especially not with you.”

I exhaled, forcing myself to calm down. I tried to keep my voice steady and failed. “I love you. I don’t want to punish you. I don’t want to use you. I don’t hate you.”

I shook my head, pursing my trembling lips for a brief moment. “Withholding affection as punishment isn’t normal, Lonan. Being made to feel like you’re not deserving of love isn’t fucking normal. Can’t you see that now?”

I took a step closer and grasped his hands in mine. His were ice cold, whereas mine felt clammy with sweat.

“Please don’t pull away from me now.” His head was bowed, but I heard him take a shaky breath at my words. “I need you. I can’t do any of this without you.”

“You’ve done fine without me, Ash.” Lonan’s voice was quiet and matter of fact, not self-pitying. He squeezed my hands once.

I shook my head, even though he wasn’t looking at me. “No. Even when I couldn’t remember you, it all felt… wrong. Off. And the moment I could remember you, I was losing my mind. I couldn’t focus on anything except getting you back.”

Lonan shook his head. “After everything—”

“Exactly,” I interrupted. “After everything, we’re still here. Together. We fought for each other, Lonan.” I raised his hands to my mouth and kissed his knuckles. “And we won.”

Lonan finally raised his head and looked at me, black eyes glistening.

“You’re all I want,” he whispered. “Nothing else matters.”

“Then you have to believe that I feel the same.” I made my voice firm, holding his gaze. “You have to trust that I’m not hiding anything from you. That I’m not secretly resenting you. And you have to stop thinking that you don’t deserve me.”

Lonan watched me silently for long moments. I could see the reflection of a thick pillar candle’s flame dancing in his beetle-black eyes, its movements hypnotic.

“I believe you,” he finally whispered. “And I trust you with my life, Ash.”

He pulled our intertwined hands towards him and dropped a reverent kiss on my knuckles.

“And you believe that you deserve me? That you’re not unworthy of love?” I pressed.

I felt Lonan’s lips purse against my skin, and he remained silent. Eventually he looked up at me through long, dark eyelashes.

“That one will be harder.”

I shook my head and pulled him into my arms, burying my face in his neck. Lonan’s cool lips pressed to the bend of my neck and rested there.

“We’re partners,” I told him. “Equals.”

I felt Lonan’s mouth move softly over my skin as he shook his head. “We’re not equals, Seelie King.”

A faint flush heated my cheeks.

“That doesn’t mean anything. We’re equals.” I drew back to look him in the eyes again. “Partners for life. Yes?”

Lonan’s lips quirked into a tiny, fragile smile. “The Folk live long lives, Seelie King. Are you sure you want to tie yourself to me for so long?”

I reached up and cupped his chin, pulling him closer to press a deep, firm kiss on his mouth.

“More than anything.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Ash

We stripped down and got into bed. I lay on my side facing Lonan, resting my fingertips on his arm but not knowing if I should touch him more. I hated how uncertain I felt. He’d been the one thing during my time on unseelie land that I had always been so sure of. Until it all ended so badly.

I swallowed. “We—we don’t have to—”

“No.” He closed the distance between us and kissed me, clasping my face in one hand as our tongues met and glided together.

He moved in a rush, pushing me onto my back and climbing on top of me to straddle my hips. He leaned down and kissed me hard, thrusting his tongue into my mouth, his breaths already unsteady.

“Gods, I missed you so much,” he said raggedly between kisses. “Being with you like this. I thought I’d never be able to again.”

I managed a shaky smile, sliding my hands up and down his sides.

“Now you can forever.” I kissed him again, my brows pinching. “I missed you too. I want you so much, Lonan,” I added unsteadily. “But if you don’t—If you’re tired…”

He snorted at that, releasing some of the anxious pressure in my chest.

“Never too tired for you, Oak King,” he murmured as he began kissing down my neck and chest. My cock stiffened painfully fast, making me hiss.

I shuddered hard when he reached it and ran his hot tongue over the tip, but I lowered my hands to grip his head and gently pull him back.

“You need to rest your leg,” I said shakily, sitting up and urging him onto his back.

I kissed him to halt any protests, then quickly made my way down his body to suck his cock into my mouth. He gasped, hips flexing as his head tipped back and his throat bobbed.

He looked back down at me, chest heaving as he threaded his fingers through my hair. He went to speak, but only a choked moan escaped as I sucked up and off his cock to slide my lips down the side of his length.

“I—I wanted to do that to you,” he managed to get out, his husky voice already so much raspier.

I paused, lifting my mouth from the base of his shaft to grin up at him. “You can.”

Lonan’s eyes flared when I grabbed his hips and yanked him lower on the bed, then knee-walked up and turned so I was facing his stretched-out body. When I slung my leg over him and settled my knees on either side of his head, he groaned and immediately wrapped his arms around my thighs.

His hot mouth enveloped one of my nuts, his husky moan vibrating up the length of my shaft as he sucked, making me shudder hard. I palmed his inner thighs to spread them wider, then leaned down and slicked my tongue along the length of his cock from tip to base.

His hips strained up as he moaned shakily against me. His branch leg twitched against the sheets, which made me smile before I kissed the leaking tip of his cock, then sucked it into my mouth. When my head started to bob and wet sucking sounds filled the room, Lonan groaned helplessly with a shudder and turned his head to sink his teeth into my inner thigh.

I jerked at the feel, moaning around his length. His hands slid up to grip my ass with clawing fingers, encouraging my hips to tilt back until my dick was pointing down. I let out a ragged moan around his cock when he sucked me into his mouth.

His long fingers were splayed across my ass, and I felt his hand slide inward until a fingertip circled my hole, making my hips jerk as I moaned again. Lonan released my cock, breathing hard, and tilted my hips back down to bury his tongue between my spread cheeks.

“Mmfuuuck,” I moaned, my voice muffled by his cock. It bucked in my mouth, and Lonan let out a guttural groan as he licked frantically.

I couldn’t stop myself from pressing closer to his mouth, breathing hard around his length. Lonan’s cock bucked again, then swelled in a rush as his thighs started to tremble. He cried out against me as his hips jerked with each spurt of cum into my mouth. I moaned and swallowed it all, shivering at the familiar taste of him.

Neither of us stopped, even after his body sagged back onto the bed. He moaned and kept licking my hole, dipping the tip of his tongue just inside, as I sucked and licked his softening cock, even though it made him shake with sensitivity. Soon he hardened against my tongue again, his moans sharpening.

My dick bucked in the air, leaking profusely onto his collarbone and chest. My balls wrenched up tight, so I forced myself to pull away and stumble onto shaky legs beside the bed.

“Don’t move,” I panted before practically sprinting into the bathroom to get the oil.

When I came back into the bedroom, Lonan was stroking his cock and watching me with eyes darkened by lust.

I was too desperate to wait. I slicked up his cock before slinging my leg over his waist as I reached back and pushed a finger briefly inside my ass. Lonan’s fingers dug into my thighs as I lined up his cock, and we both let out shuddery groans as it sank inside me.

I felt only a brief pinch. It should have hurt much worse, and I allowed only a second to wonder if my fae body could adjust quicker and better, before I focused on Lonan below me.

He was gazing up at me with tight eyes. His lips parted on a shaky gasp when I rose up and sank back down, my dick hard as iron between us. I was too frantic to take it slow. I started fucking myself on his cock, faster and faster, leaning back to grip his knees so I was stretched out and his cock dragged over my prostate with every thrust.

“Fuck,” I gasped, fingers digging into his knees tighter. The branch one was hard but still malleable as he raised them to plant his feet flat on the bed and buck his hips up into me.

“Fuck,” I moaned again, breaths sawing out of me. My thighs were trembling, but I didn’t slow my pace.

I cried out when both his hands wrapped around my length, creating a tight tunnel for my cock to slide through as my hips moved frantically. They were slick, and I realised he’d coated his hands in oil before gripping me.

I bit my lip to try and hold back some of my louder groans. I didn’t know how thin the palace walls were. But it didn’t work—I cried out when Lonan thrust up into me hard, his breaths loud and ragged and his body trembling beneath me.

“Ash,” he croaked, his voice so low and husky. “Look at me.”

I raised my heavy head, brows pinched from the pleasure that was making me shake. When I locked onto his black eyes, wild and dark with lust, I cried out again as the orgasm exploded, red-hot pleasure racing through my ass and up my cock as it started firing ropes of cum all over Lonan’s chest. I felt myself squeeze around his tunnelling shaft, making it press even harder into my prostate until white spots appeared in my vision.

“Fuck,” Lonan gasped desperately, fucking up into me with jerky thrusts until his head craned back into the pillow and he let out a long, shuddering moan as he started to come.

My breath hitched with every hard jerk of his hips, and I had to steady my trembling body with my grip on his knees. My limbs shook as I slowly leaned forward and dipped my head to kiss him. Our panting breaths mingled, tongues gliding together languidly as the frenzy faded.

We were both damp with sweat, our chests slippery from my copious release. I was about to tease him about needing another bath, but he spoke before I could.

“I love you.” He kissed my neck and buried his face there, his breaths slowly calming as he wrapped his arms around me. “I’m sorry I keep saying it, but I never did before and I… I want to tell you all the time. How much I love you.”

I melted, kissing the sweat-damp strands of hair stuck to his temple. “I love you too. And say it as much as you want. I love hearing it.”

I felt his lips curve into a tiny smile against my skin.

“My oak king,” he murmured, then huffed and pulled back to rest his head on the pillow and look up at me. “You really are my oak king now. Seelie King.”

I flushed and rolled my eyes.

“You’ll be king too. Soon, Holly King.” I chuckled. “Are those crowns from the Solstice still in the cottage?”

“Yes.” He licked his lips, looking hesitant as he reached up and tucked some curls behind my ear. “You asked me about them. When you went to find Ogma.”

I stared down at him. “Huh?”

He flushed. “I was… I was following you as the wolf to make sure you were alright. You saw me and remembered me. Sort of.”

“What?” I sat up, still straddling him. “I don’t remember that.”

“I don’t remember anything between taking the mushrooms and finding Ogma either, so that’s probably why. Although you wouldn’t have remembered me anyway.”

“What did I say to you?” I asked urgently. “Did we talk? If I said I remembered you?”

He nodded.

“You kept kissing me and it was…” He flushed again. “It was very hard to stop, but it felt wrong when you didn’t really remember me. It was like a part of your brain did—a part that was unlocked when you took the mushrooms, but at the same time you didn’t.”

I shook my head. “That’s… so weird. And I asked you about our crowns from the Solstice?”

“Yes.”

I spluttered a laugh. “Why was that what my brain focused on?”

Lonan gave me a tiny smile as he shrugged, hands sliding up and down my thighs. “Maybe you already knew what was going to happen.”

I laughed again and leaned down to kiss him. “Or I was just out of it on magic mushrooms.”


Chapter Forty

Lonan

We didn’t leave the bedroom for three days.

Jora delivered food several times a day, and we would hungrily tear into it before stumbling back to the bed. Or just remaining on the rug in front of the fire. Or getting distracted in the bath.

I knew I’d been carrying much tension since that awful night in my mother’s palace, but I hadn’t realised how much Ash had too until I gazed at him from the bed one morning when he padded in from the bathroom. He was still naked, all his golden-brown skin on display as he stretched his arms over his head and yawned widely. He smiled sleepily at me as he approached.

His curls were wild and sleep rumpled. His gold-green eyes flashed in the morning sunlight streaming in through the window, but they were soft and sated. My throat closed up at the sight of him, and when he slipped back into bed I wrapped myself around him and rested my cheek on the centre of his chest. Over the faded oath etched into his skin.

He yawned again, his body stiffening with another stretch before it relaxed beneath me. Long fingers sifted absently through my hair.

“This bed is more comfortable than the one in the cottage,” he commented, his voice still throaty from sleep. And perhaps also from how hard he’d been yelling out in pleasure last night.

I chuckled. “And about three times as big.”

Ash went quiet for a minute before saying, “I do kind of miss the cottage. Maybe we can go and get our Solstice crowns from there once you’re king.” Before I could say anything, he blurted, “And my ring,” as if he’d only just remembered it. “I want your ring back. The one you gave me.”

I stiffened, a vision of Ash’s arm nailed to the post in the throne room flashing through my brain. I licked my lips nervously, not sure if he’d noticed it the day he came to get me.

“I saw my arm,” he said as if he knew what I was thinking. “She can keep it, but I want the ring back.”

I kissed his chest. “We’ll get it back.”

I wanted it back too. Not just because I’d given it to Ash and I wanted him to have it, but because it was the only thing I owned of my father’s.

Ash cleared his throat. “Why… why didn’t she eat it? My arm.”

The question made me feel sick. Licking my lips, I forced myself to answer. “It’s not attached to you anymore, so it has none of your power. It’s useless on its own. But she… I think she got it treated to keep it alive somehow. I imagine she made Belial do it. She was probably… planning to reattach it if she got you.”

I couldn’t bring myself to lift my head and look at him, my entire body tense. Ash said nothing for a long moment, his chest rising steadily under my cheek.

“I see.”

I cringed, biting the inside of my cheek to try and stop myself from apologising. Every time my mother came up, a part of me grew terrified that Ash would look at me in disgust. That he wouldn’t be able to stand the sight of me, because I was her son.

A soft knock at the door made me tense up, but Ash just kissed the top of my head before shifting out from beneath me.

“It’ll just be Jora with our breakfast.”

I got up and dressed hurriedly, not wanting to be seen in any state of relaxation by anyone but Ash. He pulled on his leathers and waited until I was pacing in front of the fire, doing up the last buttons on my shirt, before he opened the door.

“Morning, Jora.”

I glanced over in time to see her face flush as her eyes darted down Ash’s bare chest and back up. Then her gaze flicked to me briefly before she gave a hesitant smile.

“Good morning, King Ash. Prince Lonan.”

She passed him the tray but hesitated at the door, twisting her dress in her hands. Ash didn’t move, his brows twitching into a frown.

“Is something wrong?”

I went over to take the tray from him and carried it over to the table in front of the fire, which we hadn’t lit last night. It was growing increasingly warm on seelie land—something I wasn’t used to.

“I… I just…” she trailed off nervously.

“You don’t need to be scared of me, Jora.” Ash shot me a teasing grin. “Or Lonan, even though I know he’s scary.”

I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes as I pulled the cloche off the tray and started pouring Ash’s coffee into a cup.

“It’s just that the royal jeweller is eager to get started on your crown,” she blurted out in a rush. “And the staff are… They’d like to know if you’ll be moving into the royal chambers. And they need to begin preparations for your coronation.”

Ash blinked. “Oh.”

“I can tell them to wait,” she said quickly. “I know you’ve been… busy.”

Her face flamed red again as her eyes darted over to me. My lips twitched, so I bent my head as I poured out my tea. Ash had asked Jora to get the aniseed one we both liked, though he preferred coffee in the mornings.

He’d answered the door to her in various states of undress over the last three days, sometimes still flushed and panting as I went into the bathroom to avoid being seen naked and weak-kneed from whatever we’d just finished doing. Poor Jora had tried her hardest to act like she didn’t notice.

“No, it’s okay.” Ash glanced over at me. “We should probably get started with… everything.”

Jora looked relieved. “Shall I tell the royal jeweller to meet you in the throne room after your breakfast?”

“Throne room?”

Ash went pale, so I walked over to thread my fingers through his. I didn’t know if he was reacting to the memory of killing the Brid and her King of Boars in there, or if the enormity of what he now was had finally hit him.

“That seems like the best place to entertain visitors, doesn’t it?” I said quietly, squeezing his hand. “And you’ll be getting a lot of them soon, when you open the palace up to the Folk.”

“Yeah,” he said faintly.

Jora gave him a sympathetic smile. “I can tell them to wait.”

“No, it’s okay.” Determination flooded Ash’s voice. “I’ll see them today.”

“And… what about the royal chambers, my king?”

His nose wrinkled. He looked at me before answering. “I think we’re happy in here. They can stay empty. Take whatever you want from them for yourself. Tell all the staff they can, but make sure you get what you want first.”

She flushed with pleasure and nodded before walking away. After Ash closed the door, I hesitantly said, “You might want to go and look in them first, Ash. In case the Brid had anything you should keep.”

He waved his hand. “I don’t care about expensive shit or family mementos. I’ll tell Nua, though, in case there’s anything he wants.”

“I didn’t mean valuable things in that sense. I meant objects of power. She likely amassed some during her time as the queen.”

“Oh.” He paused, but his eyes landed longingly on the waiting breakfast. And the coffee.

I smiled. “We’ll eat first. The jeweller can wait if we’re late.”

We ate our breakfast quickly. It was scrambled eggs and smoked salmon on toast, with little bowls of cut fruit. I was growing to like seelie food. It was far less sweet than what the unseelie favoured, and I’d never particularly had a sweet tooth. I knew Ash didn’t either.

He suited being here. He was flushed with health, and he seemed more comfortable and relaxed than he ever had in the cottage, which was understandable. There were no unknown plans or threats of death hanging over his head any longer.

I wondered what would happen when I became the unseelie king. Would we have to live apart? Could we travel often to see each other? The thought of being apart from him for even a single night was unbearable, so I quickly pushed the thoughts away. There was no point worrying about it yet. We had time, and I wanted Ash to relax and grow into his new role before we embarked on a dangerous quest to kill the Carlin.

Because it would be dangerous, even though we had her name.

I wasn’t particularly eager to become king. Now that Ash was safe, the pressing urgency to get it done had lessened. The Carlin couldn’t touch us here. Her spies could watch from the forest, but she couldn’t reach us. There were no other unseelie spiritsmiths she could try and use to sneak onto seelie land in animal form. Truthfully, I didn’t know of a single other spiritsmith currently alive. It was a rare gift.

After we finished eating, we made our way through the palace to the Brid’s private chambers. Ash let out a hard breath before opening the door and stepping inside, but I remained in the hall.

He looked back at me with a frown. “Aren’t you coming?”

“I can’t come in without an invitation from the ruler.” I gestured at the symbols delicately carved into the doorframe. “There are charms to stop Folk getting in.”

“Oh, really?” Ash stepped back to peer at them. “Should I have those?”

“Yes. I’ll do it for you. I have—had some on my bedroom door at the Carlin’s palace.”

“Thank you.” He smiled at me, threading his fingers through mine. “You’re—um, officially invited, I guess?”

I huffed in amusement and stepped over the threshold with him. My lip curled as I took in the Brid’s private chambers. The little front room we were in was even gaudier than the rest of the palace, cluttered with gold furniture and jewelled trinkets.

Ash didn’t seem interested in any of it as he crossed the room and opened the double doors to reveal her bedroom. His nose wrinkled before he disappeared into the room. I quickly followed him.

A gigantic bed took up most of the far wall, its four posts draped in thick gold fabric. I wandered over to the bedside table and picked up the book resting there, snorting when I flicked it open and realised it was a book of doting poetry about the Brid.

The room was dim, heavy forest green curtains still drawn over the windows. There was a wide bookcase next to the door leading to the Brid’s dressing room, and Ash had gravitated towards it.

“Anything worthwhile?” I asked as I went over to join him, kissing his shoulder as I peered over at the book in his hands.

“Maybe. Lots of books about spellsmiths or…” He squinted at the page. “Wordcraft? Is that really what it’s called?”

I nodded, slipping my hand beneath his shirt to palm his back. “No harm in taking the books. We can ask Jora to deliver them to our room, or the library.”

He nodded, setting it back on the shelf. “Did you find anything else?”

“Not yet.” I stepped away to wander around the room again. It smelled cloyingly sweet in here, mixed with a musty, earthy scent that I suspected was her King of Boars.

There was a display of different musical instruments in one corner, and a huge portrait of the Brid taking up half of one wall. Ash exhaled and looked around with his hands on his hips.

“I really don’t want to go through all of this. I don’t even know what I’m looking for.”

“Why don’t we ask Jora to take the books and that trunk—” I pointed at the huge, ornate trunk at the foot of the Brid’s bed, “—to our room to go through later?”

He nodded, walking over to me. “And I’ll ask Nua to come and look. He’ll be able to find anything we should keep.”

He leaned in and kissed me, then tugged on my hand to lead us towards the door. “Come on, I feel rude keeping the jeweller waiting.”

We left the Brid’s chambers and started heading through the palace towards the throne room.

“I’m really nervous,” Ash whispered, his hand a little damp in mine.

“It’s just a meeting with the jeweller.” I squeezed his hand. “He will spend it simpering over you and agreeing with everything you say. Don’t be worried.”

He choked out a little laugh. “I don’t want people simpering over me and agreeing with everything I say.”

“Well, get used to it,” I muttered before pushing open the door that led to the throne room from the private part of the palace.

The jeweller was already waiting, pacing and fidgeting nervously a short distance from the throne. He was a tall, rake-thin seelie driath with moss growing on his arms and neck, signifying his old age. He straightened up instantly, though his back was still slightly hunched, then dipped into a deep bow.

“King Ash, it is an honour.”

Ash cleared his throat as he led me over to the throne. “Nice to meet you.”

He hesitated in front of the single seat, chewing on his lower lip as he glanced at me worriedly.

I gave him a tiny hidden smile. “I’m happy to stand.”

“Okay, but we’re getting you a throne as soon as possible,” he muttered, hesitating again before slowly settling in the seat.

As I placed myself beside his throne and clasped my hands together behind my back, I noticed his eyes kept darting to a spot on the floor to our left.

I followed his gaze, seeing nothing, but when I glanced back at him, I noticed he was pale and his eyes looked haunted. I swallowed, wanting fervently to lean down and wrap him in my arms. I settled for briefly placing my hand on his shoulder and squeezing before removing it again.

He shot me a quick, grateful smile before sighing and focusing on the jeweller. “Sorry we’re late. So, my crown, right?”

The jeweller nodded eagerly. “Yes. Do you have any ideas about what you’d like? Your mother chose—”

“I don’t want anything like hers,” Ash barked, then flushed at his outburst. “Sorry. I think I’d… So I can have anything?”

“Yes, my king.” The jeweller courteously ignored Ash’s interruption. “Anything at all.”

Ash pursed his lips in thought, then shot me another glance. I saw a tiny smile curve his lips.

“I want oak leaves.”

I held back my smile, fingers twitching behind my back with the intense urge to grab Ash and kiss him senseless.

The jeweller paused. “Oak leaves?”

Ash nodded. “Yeah. Just oak leaves. In… whatever metal you want to use.”

“Gold, I think.” The driath’s eyes were already twitching with ideas as he asked, “Any jewels?”

“No jewels. Just the leaves.”

The jeweller smiled and dipped his head in a nod. “That sounds wonderful. Nice and understated. I’ll get started right away.”

Ash gave him a smile. “I appreciate it very much.”

“It’s an honour, King Ash. If that’s all—”

“Wait,” Ash blurted. “Do you know who we could ask to make another throne?”

The driath’s eyes darted to me, but I didn’t see any malice or disdain in them. He nodded once. “Yes, my king. Either the carpenter or the blacksmith.”

Ash’s lips curved into a smile. “The blacksmith, I think.”

The jeweller nodded again. “I’ll tell him to come and see you immediately.”

“I appreciate it.”

After he left, Ash jumped up out of his throne and cupped my face to give me a deep kiss. “We’ll give you a scary metal throne to make you look imposing.”

I huffed. “I don’t need a metal throne to look imposing.”

Ash burst out laughing and kissed me again. “You’re right. You’re already scary to everyone but me, but I know what you look like when you’re—”

“Ash.” I cleared my throat and tipped my head towards Jora, who had just entered the throne room.

“Apologies for interrupting, King Ash.” She flushed. “The jeweller asked on his way out whether next week was too late for your crown.”

“Next week?” His eyes darted to me. “Um…”

“When would you like your coronation?” She gave him a hesitant smile. “The sooner the better, I think. If that’s not too bold of me to say.”

“Um, yeah. I guess… next week is fine.”

She nodded. “The blacksmith is on his way.”

After she left, Ash turned back to face me and clenched his hands in my shirt.

“I’m so nervous just making these stupid little decisions. Not that your throne is stupid,” he added quickly. “That’s important.”

My lips twitched, and I raised a hand to thread it through his wild curls. “Don’t be nervous. You’re doing fine.”

“What kind of issues do you think the Folk are going to come to me with?” His gold-green eyes gazed at me anxiously. “I shouldn’t have said that so soon. I should’ve given myself time to—”

“Ash.” I cupped his face and kissed him. “You’ll be fine. You’re handling this all so well. Like you were always meant to do it.”

He didn’t look convinced. “Maybe… maybe Nua could be my adviser or something.”

I nodded, releasing him and stepping back when I noticed the seelie fae entering the throne room, panting and out of breath like he’d run here.

“That’s a good idea,” I said as I nodded towards him.

“Oh.” Ash flushed and quickly took his seat. “Hello.”

“I was told you wanted to see me, my king.”

The fae was squat, with ruddy skin and a long ginger beard. His hair was tied back into a braid that trailed on the floor behind him.

I resisted the urge to smile as I glanced over at Ash, specifically his wild crown of curls. He’d promised me that he wouldn’t cut it, but I wouldn’t hold him to it. I wondered how long he’d let it get before he did. I loved it. Loved running my hands through it. Gripping it tight to hold him to me.

“Yes.” Ash smiled at the blacksmith. “I appreciate you coming. So, thrones. The more imposing the better.”


Chapter Forty-One

Ash

“The lovebirds finally emerge.” Gillie chuckled as he and Nua walked into the dining room that evening. “Are you both bowlegged?”

“Gillie,” Nua hissed, smacking his arm before coming over and giving me a hug. “Are you alright?”

I chuckled sheepishly, my eyes darting over to Lonan. “We’re all good, thanks. Are you both okay? Have they treated you well?”

“Excellently.” Gillie was already picking up a tankard of ale. “They all missed Nua. Jora admitted that he kept the Brid in check, and she became a complete monster after he was gone.”

Nua flushed, his face a mix of pleasure and guilt. “I feel bad that they suffered because I wasn’t here.”

“How was that your fault at all?” Gillie gave me a grim look. “Jora told us that the Brid started holding an event every year where she’d let her King of Boars loose in a field with seelie Folk, so he could chase them down and gore them on his tusks. For sport.”

I shuddered, remembering the agony of his cloven hoof crushing my chest. “One more reason to be glad she’s gone.”

“There are many reasons,” Nua said as we all took our seats. He smiled at me. “The staff don’t quite know what to make of you yet, but they seem hopeful. They can tell already that you’re nothing like her.”

It was my turn to flush with pleasure, and I tried to hide it by looking down as I fiddled with the napkin on my lap.

“So what’s for dinner?” Gillie asked cheerfully, upending his tankard to drain it already.

“I don’t know.” I cringed. “I think I made a mistake though. I asked Jora to bring us beef sandwiches the other day and she looked like I’d asked for human flesh.”

Gillie laughed as Nua gave a wry smile.

“Boars and cattle and serpents are revered by the seelie,” he said. “We never eat pork or beef or snake.”

I winced. “Oops.”

I tried not to let the anger rise at the memory of my dinner with the Carlin. She’d been taunting me then, serving pork and beef and snake. Asking gleefully if I was enjoying it.

Lonan reached over and took my hand under the table, giving it an apologetic squeeze. But it wasn’t his fault that his mother was a piece of shit. My birth mother had been a piece of shit too.

“Anyway, there are some fae who eat human flesh,” Gillie noted, then shot me a grin. “Good job you’re not human anymore, eh, lad?”

I laughed nervously as several servers appeared through the door carrying trays and platters. They set down a huge dish with three roasted lamb legs dotted with rosemary and surrounded by carrots and green beans. There were whole grilled mackerel with lemon wedges on the side, a plate of roasted asparagus, a shallow bowl piled with roast potatoes, a thin sheet of sliced pastry with green filling that Nua said was nettle pie, individual bowls of pea and mint soup, and a big bowl of salad doused in vinaigrette dressing.

I was definitely taking back what I’d said about getting rid of all the staff. Not just because of the food, though. I was worried about what they would do if they didn’t have jobs here anymore. The seelie town was much bigger than the unseelie village, but I doubted that meant there was a surplus of jobs out there.

More staff appeared with jugs of water, carafes of sparkling seelie wine—which Nua favoured—and more ale, somehow knowing that Gillie had already finished his.

They didn’t plate the food up for each of us like the Carlin’s servers had. They bowed and left us in peace, which I was grateful for. Gillie was already piling food on his plate before they’d even left the room.

“Are you settling in alright, Lonan?” Nua asked in his gentle voice as he poured himself some wine and had a sip.

“Yes, very well,” Lonan answered, still holding my hand under the table until we had to let go to start piling food onto our plates.

His appetite was back to normal, which made me happier than I was willing to admit. And he seemed to enjoy seelie food, judging by the sheer amount he was loading onto his plate. He gave me a tiny, slightly shy smile when he noticed me watching, so I leaned over to kiss his cheek.

“Nua, we’ve decided we’re not going to move into the Brid’s old room,” I said before I started eating. “Do you want to go and look for anything you want to keep in there? Lonan mentioned there might be some… objects of power or something. But I don’t know what to look for.”

Nua nodded. “I’ll go and look.”

“Do you think she does have anything of power in there?” I asked before stuffing a roast potato in my mouth.

“Maybe some of her books.” Nua’s tone was doubtful. “She was a powerful spellsmith, but that was about it. She wasn’t skilled in any other craft.”

“Not like you, lad,” Gillie piped up around a mouthful. “Have you been to the drachmsmith’s chamber yet?”

I perked up at that. “What? No. Where is it?”

Gillie chuckled. “Basement level. If you reach the dungeon, you’ve gone too far.”

I went pale.

“Dungeon?” My eyes darted to Nua. “Is there anyone in it?”

He shook his head and gave me a smile. “No. Don’t worry, Ash.”

I nodded and looked over at Lonan, who was quietly eating.

“Does your mother’s palace have a dungeon?” I asked without thinking, then immediately went hot all over when he stiffened. My branch hand shot over to grip his wrist. “I’m sorry—”

“It’s fine.” He smiled at me. “And yes. It does.”

I dropped the subject, grateful when Nua started talking about the preparations for the coronation, which had already shifted into high gear since this morning.

I glanced surreptitiously over at Lonan, worried I’d upset him. But he looked fine and was still eating. When he noticed me looking, he reached under the table to squeeze my knee.

“Stop worrying,” he murmured as Gillie fussed over Nua, piling more food onto his plate. “You don’t have to be careful with your words with me, Ash.”

I unclenched just a little. “Okay. Sorry. I just didn’t know if… mentioning her would upset you.”

He snorted. “She has always been vile. Maybe her tearing my leg off should upset me but… honestly, I expected worse.”

I stared at him as he started eating again. Swallowing around the lump in my throat, I quickly looked down at my plate to try and hide how devastated his words made me.

The Brid had been awful, but I’d spent barely any time at all with her. I’d had an amazing childhood with my dad and Mags.

Lonan had only ever had the Carlin. He never mentioned his father, but I assumed he hadn’t been around. And I knew that Lonan’s childhood had been terrible—lonely and filled with pain. He had the scars to prove it.

I wished we were in our room, alone, so I could wrap him in my arms and hold him tight. I didn’t think he really understood how horrifying his words were—that he’d actually expected his mother to do worse to him than rip his fucking leg off. But he’d never known anything else.

“Do you want more?” he asked me as he leaned forward to get more lamb and salad.

My lips quirked, and I shook my head. “I don’t know how you don’t pass out in a food coma every night.”

“Food coma?” he asked as he speared some meat on his fork.

I chuckled and started eating again. By the time we all finished our dessert—rhubarb and ginger crème brûlée—Gillie was half drunk and trying to tell a vulgar joke about a solitary fae who wandered into a kelpie’s lake. Nua laughed as he dragged him up out of his seat and said goodnight.

“Shall we go find your new drachmsmith chamber?” Lonan asked as we stood up from the table.

I laughed and took his hand to lead him into the hall. It took us a while to find the tucked-away staircase that led down into the darker part of the palace. The air got colder and damper as we descended, but a few torches had been lit along the walls.

The moment we reached the stone floor of the lower level, I turned and wrapped my arms around Lonan. He stilled in surprise, then let out a chuckle as he stroked a hand down my back and kissed my neck.

“Are you alright?”

I nodded, pressing my nose into the bend of his neck to breathe in his scent. “I just love you.”

Lonan’s fingers tightened on my back, before he wrapped both arms around me and pulled me closer.

“I love you too.” His voice was a little hoarse, and he nuzzled his nose into my hair. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

I didn’t want to bring up his mother again, so I nodded and stepped back to smile at him. “I’m good. Let’s find this room.”

As we wandered down the dark, damp corridor hand in hand, I asked, “Did the Brid have a drachmsmith employed? We probably should have asked Jora first. Or at least got her to show us where it is.”

“I don’t know,” Lonan said, tugging me to the side to open a door. It was the wine cellar, stretching far back with dozens of barrels stacked up on shelves.

We continued down the hallway, opening another door to find the cold storage. Even though he’d just eaten an entire meal, Lonan snagged some dried meat to chew on as we walked.

“Are you comfortable here?” I asked hesitantly. I worried constantly that he hated it—that it was too warm or too busy or just… wrong for him. He wasn’t seelie.

“Yes.” He raised our joined hands to kiss my knuckles.

I licked my lips. “What will we do when you become king? How will we…”

I trailed off, and there was silence for a few moments, broken only by our footsteps echoing on the stone floor.

“I don’t know,” Lonan eventually said in a low voice, gripping my hand tighter. “We’ll work it out.”

I exhaled and forced a smile onto my face as I looked over at him.

“Yeah. We will. I mean, we’ll be able to do whatever we want.” I winced with a chuckle. “I don’t mean to sound like an arrogant prick, but… we will.”

He gave me a tiny smile. “We will.”

We rounded a corner and saw an imposing metal door at the end of the corridor. The walls were even damper here, and I could see thick green mould growing on their wet surfaces. I grimaced and pulled Lonan towards the only other door in the hallway.

“Maybe we can just brick up the door to the dungeon.”

He made a sound in his throat. “You may need it.”

I stared at him in horror. “I don’t want to put anyone in a dungeon.”

“No, but you may need to.”

I shook my head, reaching for the door handle instead of answering. The room inside was dark and cold, so Lonan stepped back into the hallway and removed one of the torches from the wall. He carried it in, illuminating the small space.

It was cramped, with an entire wall made up of recessed shelves that were cluttered with jars and bottles. A big hearth sat in the centre, with three cauldrons in different sizes hanging from a metal frame over the ashes.

A bookcase stretched across the far wall, and my gut tightened with excitement when I approached it and saw dozens of books on potioncraft.

“It looks like this room hasn’t been used in a very long time,” Lonan commented as he walked over with the torch to cast its light over the books. He kissed my shoulder. “And now it’s yours.”

“Yeah. We’ll have to go and get my books from Nua and Gillie’s when it’s safe. And all my other stuff.”

I grinned and turned to survey the room again. There was a big round table that was littered with bowls, jars and an open wooden box filled with shards of crystal that winked green and pink in the torchlight. Various animal skins and pelts hung from a thin rope tied from one corner of the room to another. When I crouched down to open a narrow cupboard, I saw it was filled with thick cloth, muslin and stacks of clean bowls and jars.

As I straightened back up with a grin, Lonan shoved the torch into an empty wall sconce and wrapped his arms around me from behind.

“I’ll help you clean it up,” he said, kissing my neck. “Will you make me marmalade in here?”

I burst out laughing. “I’m sure the kitchen will make you some.”

“I want yours.”

I laughed again and turned in the cradle of his arms. “I don’t think that’s what this room is for, but sure. I’ll make you some.”

“Thank you.” He kissed me then stared at me intently, the torchlight flickering over his black eyes. “Are you happy, Ash? Is this what you want? All of this?”

I was still terrified of being a king—I was only twenty-one, for fuck’s sake—but I nodded. Mostly I was just happy to be with him. To know that he was safe here—we both were. Nua and Gillie were too. And all the seelie Folk no longer had to be petrified of being randomly slaughtered for no reason by the Brid.

I was happy that she was gone. And I was happy that soon, the Carlin would be gone too, and Lonan would be truly safe from her and his brothers.

“I’m scared,” I admitted, “but yeah. I’m happy.”

Lonan smiled—a rare, big smile—before he stepped closer and buried his face in my neck.

“That’s all I want.”


Chapter Forty-Two

Ash

“I look ridiculous.”

I stared at myself in the full-length mirror beside the wardrobe—specifically at the brown and gold doublet I was being forced to wear over my forest green shirt.

Even Nua had said I couldn’t just wear a shirt and trousers for my coronation. I’d begged the tailor to keep it as simple as possible, and she’d agreed, sort of. The pale gold panels were decorated with delicately stitched oak leaves in a deeper gold shade, and the brown fabric was only lightly textured.

Still. It was a doublet. I eyed myself dubiously. My dark brown leather trousers and boots were normal, at least.

In the mirror’s reflection, I saw Lonan stride back into the bedroom from the bathroom, fiddling with his cuff, and I was instantly distracted as I turned around to stare at him.

I’d asked the royal tailor to replicate Lonan’s ceremonial unseelie armour, and the outcome was very close—though the accents were gold, not silver, and the fae told me she hadn’t been able to resist embossing the outlines of oak leaves on some sections of the leather in my honour.

Lonan had seemed to like it, pouncing on me with a grin after it was delivered to our room.

It hugged his lean body and made his skin look even paler. Only if I looked closely could I see the unusual pattern of his branch leg through the leather.

He’d braided the top third of his hair back, the pointed tips of his ears peeking sweetly through the black strands. His blades were strapped to his back and at his hip, as well as the dagger I’d given him. And he was smiling widely—still a rare sight—as he stood in front of me and smoothed his hands down the front of my doublet.

“You look so handsome,” he told me in his husky voice, his eyes darkening as they trailed down my frame. I had to wear my shirt tucked in for this, and the doublet wasn’t long enough to cover the bulge of my dick in my leather trousers.

Especially when it twitched as his eyes fixed on it.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I rasped, turning back to the mirror and trying to pat down my hair. “I’m nervous enough as it is.”

Lonan’s fingers tangled with mine, and he pulled me away from the mirror and towards one of the armchairs in front of the fire. With a gentle push, I was thudding back into it. My breath caught when Lonan dropped to his knees in front of me, his leather armour creaking.

“I’ll calm you down,” he said solemnly as his long fingers swiftly undid the lacing on my trousers, but he shot me a tiny smile.

“Fuck.” My dick was already stiffening rapidly, but I darted nervous eyes to the door. “Jora will be here to get us—”

“You think this will take me long?”

Fuck. He was right. He could get me to come annoyingly fast when he did this, though he usually chose to draw it out until I was practically begging.

My thighs tensed when long fingers pulled out my cock and gave it a loose stroke. Lonan’s black eyes were hooded as he stared at it, then slowly lifted his gaze to meet mine.

“Do you know how badly I wanted to do this when I collected you for that dinner at the palace?” he rasped, leaning in to kiss the tip.

I let out a hoarse laugh, but it cut off with a hiss when he glanced up at me and licked the sensitive V on the underside, making me jerk.

“All I could think about on the walk to the palace was pressing you up against a tree and getting on my knees,” he continued, making my cock buck in his loose grip. “I’d already imagined it so many times.”

My breath shuddered out of me when Lonan’s hot mouth engulfed the head of my dick. I gripped the armrests of the chair so I wouldn’t reach for his head and mess up his hair. I groaned helplessly when he moaned and sucked the rest of my cock into his mouth, his cheeks hollowing.

He’d been determined to learn how to take all of me, and he’d succeeded. I bit down on my lip hard when he swallowed and his throat tightened around the head of my dick, but it didn’t keep me quiet. When he swallowed again, I groaned raggedly before he pulled back and circled the tip with his hot tongue. His hands slid up my thighs through my leathers before his thumb dipped past the undone lacing to stroke my balls.

“Shit,” I gasped, fingers twitching with the urge to fist his hair.

Lonan moaned and started bobbing his head, fingers wrapping around the base of my shaft to stroke in time with his sucking draws. He was merciless, sucking me so hard and fast I struggled to breathe. I panted frantically, hips twitching as I tried desperately hard not to thrust them up off the chair to plunge deeper into his mouth.

My head fell back against the chair, but I forced myself to raise it again so I could look down and see Lonan in his sleek black armour sucking me off, as feverishly as he had that very first time under the tree on unseelie land.

When he moaned again and his free hand dropped down to grip the outline of his hard cock through his black leather trousers, my balls wrenched up painfully fast.

“Oh fuck—”

I let out a choked moan as my cock swelled and pulsed in Lonan’s mouth. His answering groan was husky as my cum filled his mouth, his pale throat working to swallow it all. He sucked all the way up my length, making me twitch, before giving the sensitive head a final tonguing kiss before he pulled away.

He was breathing as hard as I was when he looked up at me with a tiny smile, his face flushed. “Feel better?”

I swallowed, my throat dry as I slumped back in the chair, boneless. “I will when I make you come too.”

Lonan shook his head and stood up, adjusting his straining dick in his leathers with a wince. “I can wait.”

“What?” I straightened up in the chair and reached for him. “No, I want to—”

Lonan caught my hands and raised them to his mouth to kiss my knuckles. “Later, Oak King.”

He urged me up and swiftly relaced my trousers before tucking my shirt back in. As he leaned in to kiss me, there was a soft knock on the door. I felt the blood drain from my face, so he kissed me again.

“You’ll be fine,” he murmured, before shooting me a quick grin and turning to pace in front of the fire under the pretence of adjusting his armour until his erection went away.

I swallowed and crossed the room to open the door, refraining from rolling my eyes when Jora went bright red at the sight of me.

But then she gave a tiny smile and said, “I believe this is the most dressed I’ve ever seen you, King Ash.”

I heard a tiny choked sound come from Lonan behind me before I burst out laughing. It helped to chase away some of the nerves.

“Enjoy it while it lasts,” I told her, which made her blush again.

“Are you ready?” she said with another smile. “The seelie are waiting for you.”

She’d relaxed considerably over the last week or so, coming out of her shell and seeming less terrified to talk to any of us—except Lonan, not that he tried to scare her. He was just still cold and aloof with everyone except me, though he was more relaxed around Gillie and Nua.

I knew Jora was also doing a lot for Nua and Gillie as well as us, and I really hoped she wasn’t running herself ragged. She didn’t seem to be—she looked happier and healthier than when we’d first got here. I was sure it had been particularly unpleasant working under the Brid.

Before answering her, I looked over my shoulder and waited for Lonan to come and join me at the door. I immediately laced my fingers through his, needing the comfort. I was shitting myself.

“Yeah,” I croaked. “I’m ready.”

“The actual coronation won’t take long, King Ash,” Jora said as we walked down the hallway. “You will be presented with your crown, make your vow to the Folk and be officially declared Seelie King.”

I nodded absently, gripping Lonan’s hand tighter. Nua had told me this already and helped me with the wording for the vow I would make. It would be a true vow—an oath—so I had to be careful not to promise anything that was impossible for me to achieve. Nua told me a king had done that thousands of years ago and driven himself mad trying to fulfil his vow.

“Then it’s the banquet and the celebration,” Jora added cheerfully. “And the Folk are particularly looking forward to it because they know there’ll be no… well, slaughtering.”

I shot her a wry smile. “Definitely none of that.”

“And I instructed them to set up the banquet tables in another meadow, just as you asked.”

I smiled at her gratefully. I didn’t want to go anywhere near the meadow where the Beltane festivities had taken place and I’d watched the Brid have those six Folk murdered in front of us. I’d already ordered her oak throne there to be cut down.

Nua and Gillie were already waiting in the front hall for us. Nua was wearing a deep green tunic that matched his hair, decorated with gold thread, and a pair of the soft, looser linen trousers he favoured in light brown. The top of his hair was tied back into an intricate braided bun, the rest hanging loose down his back. It shifted like a waterfall as he fussed with the collar on Gillie’s dark grey tunic.

I noticed three little fly amanita mushrooms embroidered on the left breast of Gillie’s tunic—I knew way too much about mushrooms after living with Gillie for so long. But it made me smile.

“You look very handsome, lad,” Gillie said, then grinned at Lonan. “So do you, prince.”

I nodded absently, eyeing Nua’s hair and chewing anxiously on my lower lip.

“Should I have done something to my hair?” I blurted, reaching up to try and pat it down. I’d brushed it, but it looked like I hadn’t bothered. It was still wild and untamed.

“You look beautiful,” Lonan said quietly, squeezing my hand.

I exhaled and nodded, deciding to let it go when I noticed how many staff had gathered in the front hall. Most were smiling, but some still eyed me and Lonan warily. Mainly Lonan, which made me tense with anger.

“Calm,” he murmured, and I realised I was clenching his hand tight. “It will be over before you know it.”

Nua nodded, giving me a gentle smile. “It really will. Then you can eat and relax.”

I didn’t think I’d be able to relax at all today—despite the impromptu blowjob from Lonan—but I gave him a small smile.

The huge front doors were heaved open, letting in the roar of the waiting crowd outside, which drained all the blood from my face. Lonan stepped closer, pulling his hand free to run it down my back soothingly.

A tall, willowy woman with deep brown skin and golden hair that reached the floor glided inside… accompanied by a cow.

“There’s… there’s a cow,” I said numbly as I stared, and heard Gillie muffle a laugh.

“It’s Fioda and her cow Mol,” Nua murmured to me as the fae approached with a soft smile. “She will conduct your coronation and place the crown on your head. She’s an ancient fae who embodies seelie land.”

“Oh.” So no big deal then. Just an ancient magical creature who embodied this entire land and everything in it. I gave her a nervous smile as she reached us. “Hello.”

“King Ash.” Her voice was soft and musical, and before she dipped her head in a tiny bow I realised her eyes were bright gold, with no pupils. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“And you.” My gaze slid to her cow, which had a gleaming golden-brown hide and big brown eyes. “And… Mol.”

Fioda let out a laugh. “She is pleased to meet you too.”

Was she? I eyed her, then glanced over at Lonan to see him pursing his lips to suppress a smile.

“Are you ready, my dear?” Fioda gestured at the doors with a long, elegant hand. The wide sleeve of her gold dress swayed with the movement. “The Folk await their new king.”

I was fairly confident that the enormity of all of this only hit me in that moment, as I looked at the doors and could hear the muffled voices of a thousand Folk waiting to see me crowned as their new king. Lonan and I had spent the last two weeks mostly just fucking and eating too much. I felt entirely unprepared for this, even though Nua had helped me.

“Go on, Oak King,” Lonan murmured, dropping his hand from my back. “We’ll follow behind you.”

Oh god. I didn’t want to step out there alone, without him or Nua and Gillie. But Fioda was gently taking my arm and leading me to the doors, Mol clopping along beside us.

“I know you are nervous,” Fioda said kindly, patting my arm. “You are a marked difference from your mother. She was all too eager to receive her crown.”

I made a face before quickly schooling my features. “It’s not that I don’t want to do it. I’m just… really nervous.”

“You will be fine, Ash.” She patted my arm again. “A fine king. Mol told me.”

I side-eyed her. “Did she?”

Fioda nodded serenely, then stopped and turned to face me at the doors.

“This will be brief. I will announce you as the new seelie king and ask you if you accept. When you say yes, I will place the crown on your head. Then you give your vow to the Folk. Do you know what you will say?”

I nodded, frantically trying to remember the words I’d practised with Nua. My mind drew a blank, and I stared at Fioda in panic.

She smiled. “You’ll be perfectly fine, Ash. Let’s not delay it any longer, shall we?”

The guards posted inside hurried to heave the doors open, and sweat beaded on my hairline. I swallowed hard as the sea of Folk cheered when Fioda led me outside to the top of the grass steps. A gold pedestal carved into twisting vines and branches had already been set out, and I could see my crown resting on a forest green cushion on top.

The royal jeweller had presented me with the finished crown a few days ago. He’d beamed when I told him I loved it. It was a simple circlet of deep gold oak leaves, intricately carved but not ostentatious.

As we stepped up to the pedestal, I glanced anxiously behind us, feeling only a little calmer when I saw Lonan already standing there with Nua and Gillie. He shot me a tiny smile, standing out with his black hair and eyes and armour—his pale skin against all the browns and golds and greens. I smiled back before taking a hard breath as I turned to face the crowd.

They’d fallen silent, and Fioda’s smooth voice rang out.

“Today we will see our new king crowned. The beginning of a new age for seelie.”

She kept a gentle hand on my arm as she spoke.

“King Ash will bring in the Mild Months, and keep us safe during the Bitter Months. He will welcome warmth and growth and new life. He will rule over all serpents, boar and cattle. Except Mol,” she added in a whisper, which made my tense face crack into a tiny smile.

But then she turned to face me, and my heart leapt with fear again.

“King Ash, do you accept your duty to the seelie Folk as their king?”

I licked my lips and nodded, then cleared my throat. “Yes.”

Fioda’s head dipped in a graceful nod before she picked up my crown. She gave me a kind smile as she gestured for me to lean forward so she could place it on my head.

The moment I felt it settle in my hair, I looked back at Lonan again. My face broke into a huge smile when I saw him already grinning at me, his black eyes gleaming in the afternoon sun.

“Now your vow,” Fioda whispered, shooting Lonan a wry smile. “Then you and your unseelie lover can fawn all over each other for the rest of the night.”

My face went hot at that, so I turned to face the silent, waiting crowd. My voice was rough with nerves when I spoke.

“I give my oath as Seelie King that I will try to make things better for all of you.” I swallowed, my throat dry. “I’ll do my best to improve your lives. To ensure that all seelie Folk stay safe on this land. And to make sure we prosper and flourish.”

I shifted when I felt the scratch of the oath etching into my skin between my shoulder blades. Fioda nodded, giving me an encouraging smile. She pulled out a fat book bound in ancient brown leather from a lower shelf of the pedestal. After removing the cushion, she set it down on top and opened it to a half-filled page.

I stared at the last entry. The Brid. 1359 –

Fioda dipped a quill in ink and completed the entry with the current year, before passing it to me.

“Your ruling name, King Ash.”

Nua had told me Ogma would whisper it to me—somehow—but I still jumped when her low, raspy voice curled around my ears. I set the quill to the page and wrote, cringing internally at my messy chicken scratch beside all the elegant, looping scrawls of all the seelie rulers before me.

As I passed the quill back to Fioda, Ogma’s raspy voice whispered in my head, “Congratulations, Acherone. See you soon,” before I felt her presence leave.

My eyes darted to Fioda as she peered down at the book.

“Mol approves,” she whispered, before raising her voice to address the crowd. “Please welcome the Luad as your new king.”

I jumped when the crowd cheered, a thunderous roar that made me struggle very hard not to wince. I grinned before looking back and seeing Nua fussing over Gillie as the dark-haired fae roughly scrubbed at his eyes.

Lonan smiled at me, before nibbling his bottom lip as his eyes darted to the crowd then back to me. He went to take a step forward but stopped himself.

I forced myself to turn back to the crowd and raise my hand in a brief wave, which made them all cheer wildly again, before I looked at Fioda.

“Is… is that it?” I flushed, hoping that hadn’t sounded rude.

“That’s it, Luad.” She closed the book and raised a hand to stroke Mol’s head. “Go and relax before your feast.”

I was already grinning again as I strode towards Lonan. His eyes flared a second before I tugged him close and kissed him deeply, blocking out the sounds of the crowd behind us. I knew some of them—probably most—wouldn’t approve, but I didn’t give a shit. I wasn’t going to hide how much I loved Lonan because some random Folk didn’t like it.

He cupped my face and kissed me back hard. His black eyes drifted up to my crown when we pulled back, hands slipping down my neck to my chest.

“Congratulations, Oak King,” he rasped in his husky voice, before giving me a wide, sharp fae grin.


Chapter Forty-Three

Lonan

As we sat at the royal banquet table—which was small, just the four of us—I stared in mild horror at the sheer amount Gillie was drinking. Surely he shouldn’t have been able to talk coherently anymore, let alone stand. But he seemed perfectly fine, although he kept getting handsy with Nua under the table.

Ash had allowed himself one tankard of ale before switching to water, and I hadn’t touched any alcohol at all. I tried not to show how tense I was, sitting here surrounded by seelie. I’d grown comfortable in the palace, but we were literally surrounded by every seelie fae in the land. And I stood out like a beacon, with my black hair and pale skin and unseelie-style armour.

The unease lessened as Ash reached over to rest a hand on my thigh as he talked to Nua. It was his branch hand, and I could feel the long, spindly fingers absentmindedly tracing the join of my own branch leg beneath the leather. I covered his hand with mine and leaned back in my chair, trying not to look too obvious as I carefully watched any Folk who got too close to us while I sipped my water.

Ash was still talking to Nua while Gillie stood beside the table, deep in conversation with the palace’s head gardener. I didn’t mind being left alone for a minute, because it meant I could watch the Folk.

Most seemed a little awed by Ash, and terrified of me. Few were brave enough to shoot us looks of disdain or disgust when they saw me watching, and I made sure to stare those ones down until they cringed and looked away. Overall, though, the seelie Folk seemed happy with their new king, and relieved the Brid was gone. Relieved there would be no more pointless slaughtering on days of celebration.

Before the dinner, a group of Folk had put on an elaborate dance and performance for their new king. I’d had to pinch Ash’s thigh under the table because I could feel his shoulders shaking as he tried to hold back his laughter.

Then Fioda, the ancient fae of the seelie land, had once again welcomed Ash as their new king before announcing the feast. She was currently sitting at the head of the table nearest to us, feeding her cow Mol vegetables from her plate.

The tables that had been brought out were even longer than those the unseelie used, and there were dozens of them. They were piled high with food, and separate booths had been set up with multiple drums of ale stacked, and huge barrels of sparkling wine, both of which were being manned by clurcan fae.

The broon had been more relaxed as they brought out our food. The palace’s head cook, a wizened old broon with a beard that reached the floor, had even stopped beside Ash and quietly told him that they were all too aware of the Brid’s bloodthirsty viciousness. That they understood, and it hadn’t been the first time she’d had staff senselessly killed for no reason.

I could sense how stiff with tension Ash was as he nodded and told the broon he appreciated it, and he would always be sorry. After that, he seemed to relax more. He’d enjoyed his meal, and now he was lounging back in his throne, his crown of oak leaves still nestled in his curls, looking every inch a king.

It made my gut clench with want, made worse when Ash shifted in his seat as he spoke to Nua, and his branch hand slid higher on my thigh. Much higher.

I tensed, trying not to spread my thighs even as the side of his little finger brushed my sac through the leather. My cock twitched with eagerness as my mind automatically drifted back to earlier in the day, before his coronation, when I’d gotten on my knees before him.

It was somewhat surreal to realise I would be going to bed later with the official, crowned Seelie King. His name was in their book, immortalised forever. The Luad.

“You okay?”

I realised I had, in fact, let my thighs spread a little wider as Ash turned to face me with a smile. My brow rose as I pointedly glanced down at his hand, and his smile grew.

“Oh, oops.” His spindly branch fingers squeezed my thigh. “Hope you don’t think I was doing that on purpose?”

My mouth twitched. He couldn’t lie anymore—not that I thought he’d ever lie to me, even if he could—and he was already getting clever with his words. His mother had been the Wielder of Words, after all. Not that I thought Ash would use them the same way she had—as weapons.

He moved his hand lower as he said, “But seriously, are you okay? I know this is strange for you.”

“It is,” I admitted, covering his hand with mine again. “But I’m fine. It’s been a good day.”

“It’s been a weird as fuck day,” Ash muttered, picking up his water and having a sip. “How long do we have to stay here?”

I chuckled. “Why?”

He leaned closer with a wicked grin. “Why do you think? I’ve been running on adrenaline all day. Got a lot of energy to work out.”

My cock lurched, so I sat up straighter as I cleared my throat. “It’s your banquet, Oak King. You can leave whenever you want.”

Ash’s mouth twitched at how husky my voice came out. He leaned over and kissed me, but kept it chaste seeing as we were surrounded by hundreds of Folk.

“Mm. Maybe we can stay for a bit longer,” he said as he pulled back. I narrowed my eyes at him, which made him laugh.

“Jora,” he said as she appeared to refill our glasses. “Come and sit.”

She froze, face going red as her brown eyes darted between me and Ash. “I—Sit?”

Ash laughed. “Yes. Come and sit with us for a while. You’ve been running around all day.”

“I don’t mind—”

“I know, but you deserve a break.”

“Your king has asked you to join us,” I couldn’t help but add in a flat voice, mouth twitching with a supressed smile when she stared at me in terror.

“Lonan,” Ash admonished, then went to stand up. “I’ll get you a chair.”

“I’ll get it!” Gillie barely wobbled as he made his way to the nearest banquet table and grabbed an empty chair.

I cleared my throat, leaning forward. “Nua, how exactly is Gillie still standing?”

He laughed. “Strong constitution.”

Jora fidgeted beside us nervously until Gillie returned and set down the chair. He gestured to it with a flourish, grinning at her. As she hesitantly walked round and sat, Gillie thumped back into his seat beside her and started piling food on a plate.

“Do you want wine or ale?” He set the plate in front of her and reached for a cup.

“I—erm—”

He paused, raising his brows at her expectantly. She glanced at Ash again, flushing even darker, before blurting, “Wine. Please.”

Gillie poured two cups, passing her one and knocking the other against it before he downed his drink in one go. “Drink up, lass.”

She took a sip before setting down the cup and picking up her fork. But she just fiddled with it nervously, eyes darting to Ash.

He grinned and leaned forward to grab a roast potato, using it to gesture at her plate before stuffing it in his mouth, even though I knew he was already full. “Go on.”

Her shoulders unclenched a little, and she started eating with gusto.

“So, Jora.” Gillie leaned in, his voice low and conspiratorial. “Are any of the palace staff total bastards?”

She choked on a mouthful, eyes darting back to Ash.

He laughed. “It’s a good question. I don’t want you to have to work with any bastards.”

Jora glanced around warily before leaning in. “Well, none of the staff. But the courtiers were… unpleasant. Everyone’s very glad you removed them from the palace.”

Gillie snorted. “Fancy little fuckers. I wonder where they’ve gone.”

“We found them homes in the town.” Nua waved his hand and picked up his wine glass. “They still complained.”

“They might cause you problems,” I said to Ash quietly.

He nodded and pulled my hand over to thread our fingers together on top of his thigh. “We’ll deal with it if they do.”

My chair was already pushed as close to his throne as it could possibly be, but I resisted the urge to rest my head on his shoulder. I could be myself when we were alone, but I refused to let my guard down around the rest of the seelie Folk.

Gillie was whispering in Nua’s ear now, something that made his golden face flush darker as he fiddled with the stem of his wine glass. He cleared his throat as Gillie stood up and stretched with a big, theatrical yawn that made me want to snort.

“I think we might go to bed now,” Nua said, giving Ash a smile. “If that’s alright with you.”

“Oh, of course.”

Ash jumped up to hug him, not seeing the wide grin Gillie shot me as he waggled his eyebrows, which almost made me smile. After they said goodnight to me, Gillie threw his arm around Nua’s shoulders and pulled him away from the table, already whispering in his ear again.

Ash sat back down and smiled at me. “Shall we go too?”

“Yes.”

He laughed at my blunt answer, looking over at Jora, who was scraping her plate clean.

“Eat as much as you want, Jora.” He smiled at her. “We’re going to go now.”

She nodded with her mouth full, jumping up from the table and smoothing down her dress. “I appreciate the food very much, King Ash.”

He picked up her cup and handed it to her. “Finish your wine too.”

She flushed and took a sip. “Should I… Shall I bring your breakfast to your room in the morning? Or will you be eating in the dining room?”

Ash smirked at me. “Don’t worry about it—sleep in. We’ll find food when we’re hungry.”

Her flush deepened as she looked between us, but she gave Ash a smile. As we stood up from the table, Fioda swept over with Mol clopping behind her.

“You lasted longer than I thought you would,” she said with a sly smile, flicking her gaze over to me as she clasped Ash’s hand. “Congratulations again. Come and visit me whenever you want to talk.”

“Oh. I will.” Ash smiled hesitantly at her. “Um… where do you live?”

She laughed. “You’ll find me if you want me.”

He shot me a quick look but nodded, leaning down to accept the kiss she placed on his cheek. The Folk finally seemed to notice that Ash was leaving, because a huge cheer went up—this one far louder and more raucous than the one from his coronation.

Ash flushed and raised a hand, which made them cheer louder, as he stepped away from the table.

I went to join him, but Fioda placed a gentle hand on my arm and gazed up at me with bright gold eyes that had no pupils.

“You will struggle here,” she murmured, her voice inaudible to everyone else over the roaring of the Folk. “It won’t become easier. The opposite, in fact. He is more now. Too much for you, as is this place. Don’t wait too long to take your crown, Holly King.”

I stared at her, wondering for a second if Ash had told her anything. But I knew he wouldn’t have.

How did she know?

“He won’t think you’re weak,” she continued, her eyes flicking over to Ash. “Don’t hide it from him.”

What? I didn’t understand what she meant, but foreboding made my stomach tighten. I gave her a clipped nod, and she released my arm and stepped back with a smile.

I hesitated for a second before walking over to join Ash, forcing myself not to glance back at her.

“You okay?” he asked, threading his fingers through mine.

I nodded and let him pull me away, the sounds of the Folk growing dimmer as we walked across the meadow towards the palace. It grew dark the moment we were away from the lanterns surrounding the tables. I forced myself to push Fioda’s confusing words from my mind, not wanting to ruin Ash’s day in any way.

“Hey, I’ve been wondering something,” he said as we started making our way up the living steps of the palace.

“Mm?” I glanced over at him, my gaze snagging on the crown of oak leaves in his curls. My gut tightened with lust.

“Do you think… What do you think will happen to your leg when you shift?”

The lust fled, instantly replaced by a hard ball of fear that settled in the pit of my stomach. I swallowed.

“I don’t know,” I said, then licked my lips before admitting, “I’m scared to try.”

“You don’t have to try,” he said quickly.

I shook my head. “I do. I can’t put it off forever. The thought of never shifting again is… I need to do it.”

“We could ask Nua and Gillie,” he said hesitantly. “They should know if there are any… limits to the leg.”

I pursed my lips into a grim line. I liked Nua and Gillie, and I knew Ash trusted them implicitly, but it went against my nature to show any weakness. To anyone—anyone but Ash, and I even struggled with that sometimes. I didn’t like the thought of them knowing I felt uncertain in this. I had dealt with everything on my own for my entire life. To change that now would be… difficult.

“Maybe,” I said.

He nodded and glanced over at me with a little smile, squeezing my hand before releasing it to push open the front doors. He’d told all the staff to go and enjoy the banquet, so the palace’s front hall was echoing and empty as we made our way through it.

“I do want to see my wolf and cat again,” he teased as he threaded his fingers back through mine. “But only when you’re comfortable.”

I looked over at him as we walked up the staircase. “They miss you too.”

He grinned at me, but I saw his throat bob before he said, “Do you… do you want to try tonight?”

I shook my head straight away, fear making my skin prickle. If I couldn’t do it at all, or if my branch leg vanished when I did and the wound reopened… I didn’t want to think about that tonight.

“Not tonight.” I forced myself to smile at him. “We have better things to do.”

Ash’s answering chuckle was husky as he practically dragged me into our bedroom. “Yes, we do.”

He backed me up against the door, closing it behind us, and kissed me. A deep, wet kiss, our lips opening instantly and our tongues meeting in a soft glide. I moaned low into his mouth, wrapping my arms around his neck and threading my fingers through his hair. They bumped his crown, which just made me moan again.

Ash’s hands dropped to palm my backside, pulling me closer to him as his tongue duelled with mine. I could feel both our cocks coming to life, pressed tightly together through our leathers, and I couldn’t help but arch my hips to rub against him harder.

He groaned into my mouth and pulled back, breaths unsteady against my lips.

“Bath first,” he rasped. “I’ve been sweating with nerves all day.”

I chuckled and let him pull me away from the door and into the bathroom. After he turned on the tap and hot water starting pouring out, we stripped down hurriedly. I couldn’t help but give my cock a stroke when I looked over at Ash and saw him leaning over the bath to pour in some oil wearing nothing but his crown. As he straightened up and grinned at me, eyes flashing gold with lust, he reached up to take it off.

“Don’t you dare,” I barked, striding towards him and kissing him hard. “Leave the crown on, Oak King.”

He laughed and nodded, then twisted round as he peered over his shoulder.

“The oath is there, right? I felt it at my coronation.”

I nodded, lifting my hand to trace the X between his shoulder blades.

“Does that happen for all Folk?” he asked, turning back to face me. “Their vows appear on their skin? You don’t have any.”

I shook my head, leaning in to kiss the one on his right shoulder. “No. Maybe it’s to do with your heritage. The Brid was the Wielder of Words.” I paused. “Perhaps Nua can tell you more. Does he have them as well?”

Ash grimaced at the mention of the Brid. “I don’t know if Nua does. But yeah, I’ll ask him.”

I could sense he didn’t want to discuss his mother. Grabbing my hand, he pulled me into the bath even though it was barely a quarter full. As he lounged back against the wall of the tub, I straddled his hips and clasped his face in my hands, kissing him again.

Ash’s breath hitched, his hands sliding up my thighs to grip my backside tight and pull me closer. I moaned when our cocks slid together, slippery from the oil in the water. I couldn’t help but grind my hips just a little as we kissed, sliding my cock against his until we were both panting and struggling to keep the kiss going.

I finally broke it to lean over and grab the soap, lathering up my hands to slide them up Ash’s stomach and chest.

“What do you want tonight, king?” I murmured as I cleaned his golden skin.

He let out a shuddering breath, hips arching up into mine beneath the water. He grabbed the soap and did the same, running his wet, soapy hands over me and making my cock leap against his.

“Just you.” He grinned up at me, then urged my hips up above the water level so he could grab my cock in his soapy fist.

I jerked with a moan, biting down hard on my bottom lip as he stroked my cock slowly.

“That night when the Brid invited the Carlin here for dinner…” His voice was hoarse as he watched his hand slide down to cup my balls, soaping them and the stretch of skin behind, making me grit my teeth from the pleasure. “When you followed me out into the garden. I wanted you so badly, even though I couldn’t remember you.”

I shuddered out a breath, trying not to get distracted as his hand continued to tease me. “Me too. It was painful to stop you.”

He huffed out a laugh and palmed my sides, letting my hips sink back into the water. My cock strained as it brushed over his, bucking as fluid spilled.

“Do you know how hard I would’ve fucked you that night if you hadn’t stopped us?” He grinned up at me. “We wouldn’t have even made it to a bedroom.”

My breath hitched as I stared at him, my gut clenching tight with want and my cock leaping against his again.

“You can now.” My voice was hoarse.

Ash smiled and leaned up to kiss me. “I know.”

“No, I mean…”

Feeling my face flush, I took his hand and drew it down my body as I spread my thighs wider. Past my cock, past my balls, until his fingers brushed over my hole beneath the water. It clenched in reaction.

Ash stared at me. He licked his lips, and his voice was deep and rough when he asked, “Really?”

I nodded, leaving his hand there to cup his face and pull him in for another kiss. “I want you to. I want to feel it.”

He swallowed, eyes darkening with lust and gleaming gold as his fingertip stroked my hole softly, making me twitch as I gasped.

He looked a little nervous, which made me want to smile. The sight of his nerves dissipated some of mine, so I leaned in to kiss him again.

“Time to take your spoils, Oak King,” I murmured against his mouth.


Chapter Forty-Four

Ash

Breaking the kiss, I quickly leaned forward to turn off the tap before pulling out the plug so the water started draining. Then I fumbled with the bottle of oil, my fingers trembling as I poured some into my hand.

When I sat back, Lonan immediately swooped in to kiss me again, shuddering with a moan as I cupped his balls with my oily hand before sliding my fingers back to run over his hole. I circled it with the pad of my middle finger, groaning when it clenched under my touch.

“Are you sure?” I panted against his mouth.

He’d never brought up wanting to bottom before, so I’d just assumed he didn’t want to. I hadn’t pushed it, because I was perfectly happy with the sex we had. And I hadn’t wanted to rush him into anything he may have been nervous about. I knew it was all new to him.

But he was nodding as he kissed me feverishly, fingers gripping my hair tight and his dripping cock brushing against my belly. I groaned and thrust my tongue into his mouth as my middle finger carefully breached his hole.

Lonan’s breath hitched, and he went still as my finger sank deeper, panting against my mouth. When I withdrew and slowly sank back inside, he shuddered and kissed me again. I started sliding my finger in and out faster, the oil making it glide easily even though he was incredibly tight. The slick sounds made my cock buck hard, pre-cum leaking from the tip.

My branch arm gripped Lonan’s thigh tight, just above the join of his own branch leg. I could feel it trembling beneath the spindly fingers, which dug in harder in response.

He was kissing me frantically, breathing hard against my mouth. I gentled the kiss, gliding my tongue against his, as I crooked my finger inside him until I found the tiny spot I was looking for. When I gave it a firm stroke, Lonan almost shot up out of my lap. His hole clenched hard around the base of my finger, cock jerking in the air as a thin thread of pre-cum dripped onto my stomach.

I couldn’t help but grin against his mouth, stroking his prostate again. And again, just to feel him shudder hard and hear his strained moan against my lips. I slid my finger free and returned with two, carefully sinking them inside and making sure they brushed over his prostate again.

Lonan bit down on my lower lip in response, a shuddery moan leaving him as his hips jerked. Soon he was grinding down against my fingers, which made my balls draw up so tight I thought I’d come just from doing this. I broke the kiss, panting as I looked down so I could watch.

“Oh fuck,” I croaked, watching my fingers sink inside him as Lonan’s hips moved faster and faster.

He was moaning with every breath, hands moving feverishly through my hair, down my neck and over my shoulders. His cock was long and flushed and looked painfully hard. So was mine. The bath had almost drained now, and I could feel the heat coming from Lonan’s body.

When he fumbled with the oil bottle and tipped it over my cock, I shuddered with a moan. Long, trembling fingers slicked my length before he was moving closer, dislodging my fingers. His chest heaved as he gripped the base of my shaft and lined it up.

“B-breathe out,” I managed to croak, fingers digging into his narrow waist as I stared. “Bear down.”

He obeyed, and after a moment of resistance the head sank inside. I let out a groan as Lonan’s breath shuddered out of him. He grabbed onto my shoulders, looking down between us to watch as he slowly sank lower until he’d taken my entire cock.

“Are—are you okay?” I managed to ask, my voice hoarse.

Lonan looked up at me, his face flushed and lower lip caught between his teeth. His black eyes were wild, and he nodded as he slowly raised his hips again before sinking back down.

“F-fuck.” His head tipped back briefly, showing me the long column of his pale throat with the acorn necklace resting at the base. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he moaned, and I leaned forward to kiss his neck as I slid my hands round to grip his ass, spreading him wider.

Lonan let out a strangled sound and started moving faster, fucking himself on my cock frantically as his fingers dug into my shoulders.

“Oh fuck,” he repeated, his husky voice breathless. “Ash.”

I moaned into his neck in response, before leaning back against the side of the tub so I could look at him. He gazed back, black eyes tight with pleasure and lips parted around every hitching moan. I gritted my teeth and gripped his ass tighter, thrusting up into him. The bottom of the tub was too slippery for me to get good leverage with my feet, and I laughed breathlessly as I tightened my grip on his backside to get him to stop.

“Let’s get into bed.” I leaned up to kiss him, moaning when he kept rocking his hips to slide my cock in and out of him. I choked out another laugh. “You can keep going when we get into bed.”

Lonan groaned in frustration and rose up, biting his lip when my cock slid out of him. He clambered out of the tub, nowhere near as graceful as he usually was, and grabbed my wrist the moment I climbed out after him, dragging me into the bedroom.

When we got to the bed, I tugged my wrist free before pulling Lonan’s back to my front. He shuddered when my straining cock slid between his cheeks.

“Hands and knees,” I murmured in his ear, releasing him and lightly swatting his right cheek when he raised a knee onto the mattress to obey.

He jumped with a gasp, and when he settled on his hands and knees in front of me, I had to quickly squeeze the base of my shaft to keep from coming immediately. His pink hole clenched, balls flushed and tight as they hung beneath. Pre-cum was already dripping onto the sheets from the head of his cock.

I climbed onto the bed behind him and leaned down to run my tongue over his hole, moaning as Lonan let out a strangled shout. My hands gripped him hard, spreading him wider as I licked until he was shaking and he collapsed onto his elbows.

My tongue sank inside so easily, and Lonan cried out hoarsely as his hole clenched around it.

“Ash—please—”

I pulled back and straightened up, my eyes wild as I stared down at my cock sinking back inside him. My hips jerked, balls wrenching up as I struggled to hold back the orgasm. But even so, I couldn’t stop the hard, frantic pace my hips took up. Lonan grunted with every thrust, long fingers curling into the sheets as he pushed back to meet me.

Fuck, I was going to come so fast. My cock was agonisingly sensitive, and Lonan was so tight and hot. I slid my hand round his hip to fist his wildly jerking cock, stroking it almost punishingly fast. He let out a choked moan, then a ragged shout as his ass tightened up around me.

“Ash—I’m—”

I groaned when he went stiff, shaking wildly. He buried his face in the pillow and let out a strained shout as his cock throbbed and started spurting in my fist. His ass squeezed my cock agonisingly hard, almost threatening to push me out, before I thrust deeper and harder until my own orgasm hit in a blinding rush.

“Fuck,” I choked out, my hips jerking with every hot spurt. “Shit, Lonan.”

He moaned hoarsely when his body finally sagged, still impaled on my cock as it finally finished pulsing. I groaned shakily and slowly pulled out, urging Lonan onto his back so I could lean down and kiss him. We were both sweating and breathing hard as we kissed languidly.

I was trembling with sated bliss, and exhaustion blanketed me in a heavy wave. I smiled against Lonan’s mouth before rolling onto my back with a grunt. My branch hand immediately found his thigh to squeeze it.

“So,” I panted out, still grinning. “You enjoyed that, then.”

Lonan huffed and turned onto his side, kissing my damp shoulder as his hand rested over the centre of my chest. When he didn’t say anything, I glanced over with a brow raised. He shrugged one shoulder, face still flushed, but his lips curved up into a tiny smile.

I burst out laughing and rolled onto my side to kiss him. He slung his leg over my hip as he kissed me back, letting out a sated moan into my mouth. When we broke the kiss, he urged me onto my back so he could rest his cheek on the centre of my chest.

The damn crown was still on my head, pressing into the back of my skull against the pillow. I laughed and reached up to pull it off, wincing when it snagged on my curls.

“How did this manage to stay on?”

Lonan lifted his head, black eyes heavy-lidded and sleepy as he smiled. I set the crown on his head and cupped his cheek.

“You’ll have your own soon, Holly King.”

He rolled his eyes and reached up to take it off, but I stilled his hand with a grin.

“When you’ve got yours, I want you to fuck me just like that while you’re wearing it,” I told him with a salacious smile.

His eyes flashed, and he leaned forward to kiss me. “I will.”

“Promise?”

His lips curved against mine. “I promise.”


Chapter Forty-Five

Ash

“Wake up, king.”

The husky voice curled around me, but it wasn’t enough to make me open my eyes.

“Nnn,” I mumbled, already drifting back off to sleep as I squished my face deeper into the pillow.

I heard a low huff of amusement. Cool fingers trailed down my bare back, pushing the cover off with their descent, as the mattress compressed at my hip. Lonan’s crisp scent drifted over, making my morning wood twitch, but I resolutely buried my face deeper and curled my arms under the pillow.

“You have a busy day, Ash.” Lonan leaned down and kissed my shoulder. “Time to get up.”

“Jora said the Solstice stuff doesn’t start ‘til the evening,” I mumbled, my voice croaky from sleep.

“Yes, but it’s not just the Solstice today, is it?”

My eyes cracked open at that. I stretched and slowly rolled over, blinking blearily up at Lonan sitting beside me on the bed, already dressed with his hair damp.

He gave me a tiny smile and leaned down to kiss me. “Happy birthday, Oak King.”

I smiled back at him when he sat up, but as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, my gut twisted into a tight knot. Not with excitement for whatever Lonan had planned for my birthday, or the Summer Solstice festivities later, but because another anniversary was approaching.

My parents had been killed just a few days after my twenty-first birthday.

Sitting up, I exhaled as I pushed my hair back from my face, my fingers snagging in the wild curls. I’d tried not to think about it. I hadn’t mentioned my birthday at all, because the reminder of its approach just made me think about that horrifying night only a few days later. Waking up and hearing someone banging on the door. The two police officers waiting there. The kind bereavement officer Beth and the brisk Constable Grant.

In some ways, it felt like it had all happened just a few weeks ago. In others, it felt like years. Decades. Like it had been a life so far removed from mine now that the details were fading.

I didn’t want the details to fade. I didn’t want to forget. I wasn’t mortal anymore, but they were still my parents. They’d still given me an amazing childhood. I still missed them so much it hurt.

And I was still determined to kill the Carlin and her other sons for what they’d done.

I realised I’d been staring down at my hands instead of answering Lonan, but before I could look up, he reached out and curled his fingers over mine.

“I’m sorry,” he rasped. I heard him swallow. “I know that… I shouldn’t have said anything. You probably don’t want to—”

“No.” I looked up and smiled at him, then leaned over and cupped his chin as I kissed him. “Thank you.”

“We can ignore it.” His fingers clutched at mine, like he was afraid I was going to rip my hand away. “Your birthday, I mean, if it—”

“No way.” I kissed him again and tugged him down with me as I lay back. “I want to find out what you have planned for me. Does it start right now?” I added eagerly.

Lonan’s mouth curved up into a tiny, crooked smile as he leaned over me on straightened arms. “It does. With you getting up. I’ve run you a bath.”

I groaned dramatically and reached up to finger the acorn hanging from Lonan’s throat. “What if I told you that mortals always start their birthdays with blowjobs once they reach adulthood?”

“Then I would tell you that you’re lying.”

I shot him a mock-glare. “I might not be.”

“You think I haven’t caught on to your clever wording already, seelie?” He leaned down and gave me a firm kiss before getting up from the bed. “Up.”

“You’ve already had your bath?” I asked as I reluctantly slid out of bed. “So I don’t even get to bathe with you on my birthday. Ugh. What’s even the point of being a king?”

Lonan chuckled, patting my backside to get me to walk to the bathroom. “We can later.”

I stretched on my way with a huge yawn, the sadness from earlier fading away as I wondered what Lonan had planned. I hadn’t even been sure if he’d know it was my birthday.

But then I remembered—he’d been there, on my twenty-first birthday. The big black moth that had landed on my phone while I sat outside in the garden. Of course he knew.

When I stepped into the bathroom with a smile, I realised I could smell a familiar scent wafting from the gleaming surface of the steaming water. A big, ornate glass bottle was resting on the floor at the edge of the sunken bath, with a stem of rosemary suspended inside the oil.

My smile widened. “Did you get me rosemary oil?”

“Yes,” Lonan called from the bedroom. I could hear him moving around in there. “I had it made for you. I’m just going to get our breakfast.”

I heard the door open and close as I slipped into the tub, sighing as the hot water enveloped me. I still missed my cramped copper tub from the cottage, but being able to stretch out completely—and take baths with Lonan—was much more appealing.

We had settled into this new life well over the last couple of weeks since my coronation. I hadn’t opened up the court to the Folk yet, because I was still learning everything about how the Brid had controlled the seelie, how she had run this land, what my duties would be as king.

Nua had repeated what Lonan said the first day we got here—that I didn’t have to do much at all if I didn’t want to. I could just enjoy living in this big palace, with Lonan and my brother at my side—and Gillie, of course—and let things continue as they had been.

But I didn’t want to do that. I wanted to make a difference. I wanted to make the Folk’s lives better, if I could. I wanted to prove that I was nothing like the Brid.

After washing my hair and scrubbing myself down, I lay back in the tub for a while, staring up at the ceiling. I couldn’t believe it had only been a year since my life changed so completely. I still couldn’t quite believe that in that time, I had become a fucking king. It didn’t feel real.

But it was. Very real. As I climbed out and padded back into the bedroom while I dried off, my eyes caught on my crown resting on the big chest of drawers. I should probably put it on a special little pillow or something instead of just chucking it there every night—except when Lonan made me wear it to bed. Which he did. Often.

I was towel-drying my hair when I heard him come back in. He had carved delicate charms all around the doorframe a while ago, so only we could come in and out freely. We let Jora in to clean up sometimes and change the sheets, but I had to give her permission first.

It helped me feel safer here, even though now that the Brid was gone, I felt safe everywhere on seelie land. We hadn’t explored all of it yet, but Nua and I had toured the town and been inundated with shop owners trying to give us things for free, which we’d refused. The Brid’s coffers were obscene. Nua had spoken to the royal treasurer, who had nervously asked if we could perhaps discuss tax rates in the near future. I was dreading that meeting. Maths and economics had never been my strong points.

I heard Lonan set down the tray before he approached. A cool hand slid round my hip, long fingers dancing over the swell of my ass. I grinned into the towel before pulling it off my head.

“Are you trying to tempt me, seelie?” Lonan asked, his voice husky, before he leaned forward and kissed my neck.

“No.” I laughed. Even though I hadn’t been, I slyly asked, “Is it working?”

“Always.” He squeezed my ass before pulling back. “But you need to eat. Get dressed.”

“Bossy,” I grumbled under my breath as I pulled out some clothes. It was getting warmer here, so I chose a pair of tan leather trousers and a white shirt rather than darker clothes. Lonan was still wearing all black, as he always did.

Not bothering with socks or boots yet, I padded over to the two armchairs in front of the unlit fireplace. A wide grin stretched my mouth when I noticed a pile of gifts wrapped in light gold fabric resting on the rug.

“Who are they for?” I asked demurely as I sat down in the armchair.

Lonan huffed and shot me a dry look as he lifted the cloche from the tray. The rich scent of coffee greeted me first, making my mouth water. Alongside the carafe was a teapot, two bowls of fruit salad, scrambled eggs on toast, a silver platter of thinly sliced smoked salmon dotted with dill, and two glasses of freshly squeezed orange juice.

I picked up the juice first as Lonan poured my coffee, then his tea.

“Food or presents first?” he asked as he handed me my coffee.

I eyed the presents longingly—especially that big ornately carved wooden box—but my belly growled, and I knew Lonan would be hungry too. “Food first.”

We ate in peaceful quiet. Lonan added honey to his tea, which I’d never seen him do before. Normally I talked throughout breakfast, while Lonan usually just nodded and listened, interjecting every now and then, but today I was content to just have him near me. His presence soothed some of the lingering sadness at the thought of my parents. At least the Solstice celebrations later would take my mind off it.

Once we’d finished eating, Lonan slid to his knees on the rug and reached for the presents. I followed him down, crossing my legs and grinning when he grabbed the big rectangular wooden box first and dragged it over.

It was dark wood, polished and gleaming. Serpents and cattle and boars had been carved into it, interspersed with creeping vines and heavy, drooping trees. I flicked back the two burnished-gold clasps and lifted the lid, freezing when I saw the bow inside.

It had been polished to an even higher shine than the box, the limbs made of the same dark wood and carved even more intricately with all kinds of animals winding together. The grip was made of a lighter wood, and the shape of the bow was different. This was a recurve bow, more powerful, whereas the basic one Nua and Gillie had bought me to learn was a longbow.

It was beautiful. On the thickest part of the limbs, either side of the grip, I could see a snarling wolf and a dark, slinking cat. My mouth curved up as I ran my fingers over them.

I looked up at Lonan, my eyes prickling. “You had this made for me?”

“Well, I had to ask Nua for...” He didn’t look at me as he said it, and I paused when I realised that he was trying to keep his tone even. “So I’m sorry, but these were all bought with your own money.”

He gave a tiny shrug, his shoulders stiff as he kept his head bent. I stared at him, my gut slowly tightening with discomfort.

“It’s not my money,” I said weakly. “It was the Brid’s. And it… it was taken unfairly.”

“Still.” Lonan’s voice was flat, but he reached for another gift and held it out to me with a tiny smile.

I swallowed, slowly taking it from him. “You know that… you know you can have whatever you want. You don’t have to ask Nua. You don’t have to ask anyone.”

I saw Lonan’s jaw tense, but he exhaled and relaxed his face. “Open your other gifts, king.”

Do you hate it here? The question burned on the tip of my tongue as I stared down at the gift in my lap, not really seeing it.

The thought had slithered into my mind a few times already, in moments when Lonan seemed even more quiet and withdrawn than usual. When we woke up and I asked him what his plans were for the day, and he just stared up at the ceiling in silence for a few moments before turning to me with a forced smile.

When he tensed up if there were too many Folk around in the palace, or how he seemed to flag if we were outside for too long in the afternoon sun.

Terror made my gut clench every time I looked at him and wondered if he secretly wished he could leave. He’d said before that he wanted to be here with me. And I believed him.

But maybe he hadn’t truly thought about the implications. Maybe he hadn’t realised what it really meant—living on seelie land.

Maybe he couldn’t stay here.

No. I shoved the worries away viciously. It was only temporary, anyway. One day, we would kill the Carlin and Lonan would take his crown. We would have to find some way to split our time between here and unseelie, because I already knew I wouldn’t accept being apart from him for any length of time.

I didn’t want to ruin this day, so I didn’t say anything, just unwrapped the rest of my presents. Lonan had also gotten me a new back quiver made of stiff brown leather embossed with a gold leaf pattern. I unwrapped a bundle of perfectly made arrows with brown feather fletching, a big bar of freshly made lavender soap to go with the rosemary oil he’d already given me, a few pairs of soft, loose linen pyjama trousers in a light tan colour, a notebook with a dark green mushroom leather cover and a big, heavy book about the flora and fauna of the seelie lands, detailing their potential uses and properties as potioncraft ingredients.

“These are amazing, Lonan.” My voice was thick. I carefully set everything aside and knee-walked across the rug to him, wrapping my arms around his neck the moment he was in reach.

He pulled me into his lap until I was straddling him, and I buried my face in his neck. His hair was damp and cool against my face, not yet fully dried, and he smelled perfect. Like fire after frost.

“I love you,” I mumbled into his neck. “Thank you.”

Maybe if I told him enough, if I showed him enough, I could make him like it here—make him feel at home here. I would shower him with so much love that he never wanted to leave me. I would replace the things he might be missing from unseelie with new things. Better things. I’d give him anything.

“I love you too.” He kissed my shoulder, his arms holding me tight. “You’re welcome.”

Pulling back, I threaded my fingers through his hair and kissed him, dipping my tongue into his mouth. Lonan’s hands slid down my back, palming my ass before trailing down my thighs.

“Maybe you can lend me your old bow and teach me,” he said when we broke the kiss, raising a hand to cup my chin.

I grinned. “You don’t know how already?”

“I’m best with blades,” he said, following me up as I climbed off his lap and stood. “I can use other weapons, but I haven’t learned archery.”

“I’ll teach you, assassin.” Not that he was an assassin anymore. He no longer had to do what his mother ordered him.

I collected my gifts, putting the soap in the bathroom, tucking the pyjama bottoms in a drawer and placing the book and notebook on the dresser. Then I carefully laid out my new archery gear on the bed—which Lonan had already made—and lifted my bow out of its box.

It felt good in my branch hand, the perfect weight. My spindly fingers curved around the grip, fitting there so much better than they had on my longbow. I grinned over at Lonan.

“It’s perfect,” I told him, tucking my new arrows into the quiver and slinging it onto my back, followed by the bow.

Lonan chuckled. “Going out fully armed today?”

I rolled my eyes as I sat down on the bed to pull on socks and boots. “That’s rich, coming from you. You wear four blades at all times.”

He huffed and came closer, resting his palms on my thighs as he leaned down to bump my cheek with his nose. “I’m surrounded by hotheaded seelie, and I share a bed with their king. Can’t be too careful.”

I laughed, but my gut clenched just a little as I tugged on my boots.

Did he really think that? That someone here might try to hurt him?

Standing up, I threaded my fingers through his and pulled him to the door, but Lonan tugged his hand free before we could step into the hallway.

“You’re forgetting something, Oak King.” He picked my crown up off the chest of drawers and brought it over, settling it on my head with a faint smile.

I rolled my eyes, adjusting it. “I don’t have to wear it every day.”

“No, but today is the Summer Solstice.” He slid his hands down my chest. His eyes darkened. “And I like you wearing it.”

I chuckled, taking his hand to lead him into the corridor. When we emerged into the front hall of the palace, Lonan led me to the dining room where we found Nua and Gillie finishing their breakfast.

Nua’s big green eyes brightened. “Happy birthday, Ash. And happy Solstice.”

“Thanks.” I released Lonan’s hand to hug my brother when he reached me, Gillie just behind.

The silver-eyed fae slapped me on the back. “Want your gifts, old man?”

I snorted. “Old man. How old are you, mushroom man?”

He chuckled, picking up a pile of cloth-wrapped gifts from the table. “Still young enough to keep up with your brother’s voracious appetite, don’t worry.”

I cringed, accepting the gift he passed me. “Maybe I should enforce a royal decree stating no one is allowed to make suggestive comments about my brother.”

Gillie shot me a wide fae grin. “Bring it on, king. I’ll just shout them all from the dungeon.”

Shaking my head with a smile, I unwrapped the gift. It was a beautifully embroidered forest-green coat, long and heavy, with a fur trim.

“For when the Bitter Months come.” Gillie slapped Lonan on the back. “Maybe this one will bring the snow with him.”

“Thank you. It’s lovely. Do we not normally get snow here, then?” I asked, running my thumb over the soft suede fabric.

“Not snow.” Nua was picking up another gift. “Frost in the mornings, but it does get cold and grey. Freezing rain.”

Lonan cleared his throat. “How hot does it get in the summer?”

Nua paused, his hand outstretched to pass me the next gift. His green eyes softened as he looked at Lonan carefully. His expression made my stomach clench with worry.

“Very hot.” Nua gave Lonan a sympathetic smile. “August is the hottest month.”

It was already very warm, and we were in late June. I glanced at Lonan as I started unwrapping the gift, but his face was blank, his mask in place. He gave a single nod of acknowledgement.

Nua and Gillie had also gotten me a new pair of lighter summer boots, a book about all the mushrooms on seelie land—Gillie shot me a cheeky grin when I unwrapped that one—and a signet ring stamped with a twisting serpent.

I’d thanked them, but silently eyed that ring with wariness until Nua told me that it hadn’t been the Brid’s. It had belonged to a former seelie king, and she’d never worn it.

I slipped it on my little finger, and Lonan gave me a smile as he took my hand, rubbing his thumb over its face.

“Have you shown him yet, Lonan?” Nua then asked, his voice sly.

“Shown me what?” I asked immediately.

Lonan’s mouth quirked, and he tugged on my hand to lead me out of the dining room, Nua and Gillie following behind.

We went down to the lower level of the palace, the torches already lit down here. After pushing open the door to the drachmsmith’s chamber, Lonan stepped back and ushered me through.

It had been cleaned. The hearth was lit with warm seelie fire, the cauldrons shining like new and stacked neatly to the side. All the cobwebs were gone, the floor swept and washed, and warm gold and deep green fabric had been draped over the stone walls to keep out the chill.

The cupboard and sideboard had been restocked with fresh supplies, and a dark wooden lectern had been brought in.

“We thought you’d want to have your Advanced Drachmsmith book on it,” Lonan said quietly from behind me, sliding a hand onto my hip.

I blinked rapidly to chase away the burn in my eyes, turning to face him with a huge smile. “Thank you so much.”

“It was all of us.” He gestured at Nua and Gillie. “Not just me.”

I grinned over at them. “Thank you.”

“We’ll go and collect your belongings from the sidhe at some point,” Nua said, wrapping his arms around one of Gillie’s and tipping his head onto his shoulder.

“And maybe some magic mushrooms,” Gillie added, shooting me a sly grin. “Liven things up around here, eh, lad?”

I grimaced through a laugh. “You do as many as you want, Gillie. I’m good.”


Chapter Forty-Six

Ash

We spent a lazy day in the palace, with a constant stream of Folk arriving to bring me gifts. It made me uncomfortable, but Nua furtively told me that it would be seen as an insult to not accept them. Still, I didn’t like the thought of all these Folk giving me stuff just because I had a crown. The Brid had already been taxing them extortionate rates, which I planned to change.

The sun was still bright when we went to the meadow where the Summer Solstice festivities would be held. It was warm, and I glanced anxiously at Lonan to make sure he was alright. He seemed fine, but if I was already growing warm in my lighter clothes, surely he had to be hot in his black ones. Maybe I’d get him some different clothes—try and get him to wear something other than black.

Though, I doubted I’d be able to. My mouth tipping into a smile, I squeezed his hand and leaned over to kiss his cheek.

“So, what do the seelie Folk do on the Summer Solstice?” I asked Nua.

The sun was low in the sky, but it was the longest day of the year, so it would be a while before it set completely. The long tables had been laid out in the meadow again, and server Folk had started ferrying food from the palace kitchens to cover them. I could see a patch of land where the long meadow grass had been cut lower in a wide ring, but before I could ask what it was for, I saw Fioda and Mol approaching.

Fioda was wearing a white linen shirt with billowing sleeves, tucked into sleek brown leather trousers with light-soled boots. Her golden hair had been tied back into thick braids and piled on top of her head, and her solid gold eyes flashed in the late afternoon sun.

“King Ash. Prince Lonan. Prince Nua and his delightful consort Gillie the Solitary Fae.” She greeted each of us with a slight bow, her lips curving up into a smile. “Happy birthday to you, king. And happy Solstice.”

Mol let out a snort.

“Happy Solstice.” I smiled at her, clutching Lonan’s hand tighter because Fioda made me kind of nervous. She was just so… otherworldly, despite looking fairly human.

“Would you like to do the honours of choosing our fighters for the battle of the kings?” She flipped open a long brown satchel slung over Mol’s back, producing two swords that looked familiar.

“Are those the swords from unseelie?” They looked exactly the same as the ones Lonan and I had used on the Winter Solstice. Not that I’d really used mine properly—just fended off his half-hearted attacks.

“They are,” Fioda said airily, swinging one in an easy, practised grip. “Sloga and I meet often to catch up. We exchange the swords when the Solstices are approaching.”

I frowned. “Sloga?”

“The fae of the unseelie land.”

“The big beast with the deer head,” Lonan told me quietly.

“Oh.” I suppressed a shudder at the thought of that creepy, lumbering creature.

I remembered its deep, grating voice when it had scooped me up, stopping me from escaping the trooping procession that had stolen me from my home. You can’t escape, little one. You will fulfil your role for all of us.

I shivered, wondering what he’d meant. Had he known the Carlin’s plan for me? Or had he known I would become Seelie King?

I pushed it from my mind. I was here now. He couldn’t touch me from here—not that he’d ever done anything to me, except stop me from escaping. And I still doubted that I’d have been able to find my way back home anyway.

I wondered if I’d be able to find my way now. Would I even want to go there? To my childhood home?

Realising Fioda was waiting for my answer, I turned to shoot Lonan a smirk. “Want a rematch, Holly King?”

Something sparked in his dark eyes. A hunger. He flashed me a brief, sharp grin before inclining his head in a nod.

“How delightful!” Fioda stepped forward and held out the two swords. I remembered how heavy they were, but the weight didn’t seem to bother her.

Lonan took his, the hilt decorated with a holly leaf pattern, but I eyed the oak sword.

“Do I have to use the sword?” I gestured at the bow on my back. “I actually have a weapon I’m good with now.”

Fioda laughed, a deep throaty sound. “Well, it is tradition, but you can make new ones. You’ve already begun, haven’t you?”

“Think you can beat me with your bow, seelie?” Lonan’s husky voice made my gut clench with want.

I grinned over at him, taking my new bow off my back. “Worried I might actually do some damage?”

He raised a dark brow at that, his expression entirely cocky and so sexy that my cock gave an eager twitch.

“Alright, I can tell you’re eager to begin.” Fioda laughed. “But first, your crowns.”

She produced two crowns from the satchel on Mol’s back. They looked similar to the ones we’d worn on the Winter Solstice, but I knew these weren’t the same. Ours were waiting in the cottage on unseelie land.

“Our king already has his crown of oak leaves.” Fioda smiled at me before turning to give Lonan a shallow bow. “If you’ll allow me, Holly King.”

He lowered his chin so she could place the crown of holly leaves on his head. A crowd had already gathered, the Folk who’d been in the meadow taking an interest as Fioda set the crown on Lonan’s head. I tensed up, anticipating at least one of them would call out that this wasn’t tradition, that an unseelie couldn’t take part in the Summer Solstice’s battle of the kings.

But none of them did. I still caught some Folk giving us disgusted looks when we were outside of the palace, but none commented on my relationship with Lonan. It seemed promising to stop slaughtering random Folk gave a king a fair amount of leeway.

“So,” I said with a sly grin as we walked over to the clearing. “The holly king wins on the Summer Solstice, right? You’ll get to put me on my back this time.”

Lonan shot me a tiny smirk. “I put you on your back every night, seelie.”

I laughed, my gut clenching with lust. “We’ll see.”

“We will.”

We took our places at either end of the small clearing. My stomach twisted with arousal again when Lonan swung his sword around in a loose, easy arc, the blade already looking at home in his hand.

I readied my bow, nocking an arrow and aiming it at him. I wasn’t worried about hurting him. Even though I was good with my bow, my branch arm moving effortlessly, I knew Lonan was still better with a blade. Faster, more agile, with years of training over me.

“Begin,” Fioda called, sounding delighted to witness our “battle”.

Lonan dipped his head in a little bow, shooting me another teasing smirk when he looked up. I returned it as my fingers loosened on the bow string. His eyes flashed as the arrow shot towards him, sword coming up. He sliced it cleanly in half when it was just a foot away.

But I was already shooting another. He dodged it, moving fluidly out of the way, and cut another arrow in half as he started striding towards me with purpose.

I laughed, hoping my half-hard cock wasn’t visible to all the watching Folk, and lowered my aim to his branch leg. If he didn’t deflect in time, I knew it wouldn’t hurt all that much.

But he did. Of course he did. The arrowhead hit the blade of his sword with a sharp sound, and as he continued prowling towards me without slowing, I realised maybe a sword would have been better than my bow.

I darted to the side when he was close, firing off another arrow that he dodged. His black eyes gleamed with hunger in the dying sunlight, and I saw his muscles tighten before he lunged.

Shit, I was fully hard at this point, but at least my shirttails covered it. I scrambled to the side, almost tripping as I fumbled to nock another arrow. But before I could whirl round, I felt the sharp tip of a sword biting gently under my chin.

Lonan’s scent surrounded me as he pressed himself against my back. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from groaning when I felt the hard length of his cock rubbing against my ass.

“Can’t shoot me from this close, hunter,” he rasped in my ear, making my cock lurch.

I swallowed. “And you can’t get me on my back when you’re pressed up against it.” My voice was hoarse with lust, and I knew he noticed.

He let out a low huff of amusement. As my throat bobbed again, the sharp point of that sword making me nervous and excited all at once, I felt a foot hook around my ankle—and tug.

Lonan sidestepped as I flew back, thudding to the grass with a grunt. Faster than I could blink, he stepped over my prone form, boots either side of my waist, and tucked the tip of his sword back under my chin.

“Better this time,” he noted dryly. “But I’ll teach you how to use a sword so you can give me a real fight.”

I shot him a mock glare even as my cock throbbed in my trousers. Lonan stepped back and held out his hand, stroking the inside of my wrist when I grasped it and let him pull me up.

I tugged nervously on my shirt, making sure it covered my groin. The gathered Folk cheered, many already heading with purpose towards the wine and ale stands to begin the Solstice festivities properly.

“Wonderful!” Fioda exclaimed as she approached. She fanned her face with one hand. “Mol told me there were parts where she wished she could cover my eyes.”

I chuckled, face going red. But her words made me wonder—could she really talk to Mol? Fioda was fae, so surely she couldn’t lie.

I supposed it wouldn’t be too outlandish if Mol the cow could talk. I’d witnessed the Brid conversing with the King of Boars. I’d had a long, confusing discussion with a giant serpent on the Isle of Hybra.

“Do you need to take your leave before the feast begins?” Fioda smirked at us as she took the sword and holly crown from Lonan. “The battle of the kings isn’t normally quite so… fraught with tension.”

I glanced at Lonan, still flushed, sorely tempted to grab his hand and drag him back to the palace. Or behind a tree. Anywhere out of sight.

But everyone would know why. Gillie was shooting me a leering grin, waggling his eyebrows, while Nua busied himself pouring wine, his gaze studiously averted.

I cleared my throat. Maybe Lonan and I should have our “battles” in private in the future.

“No, we’re fine,” I told Fioda, slinging my bow over my back and taking Lonan’s hand. He squeezed it subtly.

“Mm.” Fioda raised a brow and turned to head back to Mol, who was watching us with big, knowing brown eyes. “Get a drink to calm yourself down then, perhaps?”

God, this was embarrassing. All the Folk had just witnessed their king get turned on being held at swordpoint by his unseelie lover. But the embarrassment faded as I felt Lonan’s hand slip up the back of my shirt, stroking over my hot skin.

I turned to face him, pulling him into my arms so he’d be able to feel my erection. His eyes flared, his own cock giving an answering jerk.

“We’ll be doing that again later, back in our room,” I told him, voice still husky with lust.

He smirked, trailing fingertips down my spine and making me shiver. “Another rematch? Want to lose to me again, seelie?”

I leaned in to kiss him, smiling against his mouth. “I don’t think either of us will be losing in that scenario.”


Chapter Forty-Seven

Lonan

The heat was smothering me.

I lay in our bed, staring up at the dark ceiling, trying to breathe slowly through my mouth. In and out. Ash’s head was on my shoulder, his arm draped over my belly, his breathing steady in sleep.

He was like a furnace. He’d always been warm, his skin hotter than mine, but now it burned. I was sweating from his proximity, my brow beaded with moisture, my hairline damp.

Dipping my head, I pressed a kiss to his curls and carefully eased out from under him. He didn’t wake, exhausted from the day and how hard I’d fucked him once we got into bed. My body reacted to the memory of it, my cock twitching before I stuffed it into a pair of loose linen trousers from the drawer, too hot for leathers.

I didn’t put on anything else. The floorboards were warm under my bare feet as I slipped out of the room and into the hallway. This part of the palace had previously been guest quarters, but it was being cleared out to become Ash’s new private chambers, with a meeting room, living quarters and a private dining room for us.

Everything was dark wood and warm accents. So unlike the cold, white palace I had grown up in. I’d always thought I hated how cold the unseelie palace was, but this was… too much.

Too hot. Too stuffy. Too crowded. Just too much.

The hallways were empty as I walked through the palace. I didn’t know where I was going. Trying to escape the heat. But the seelie lands were growing ever warmer as the peak of summer approached. At least the days were finally getting shorter, the Summer Solstice over, the countdown to winter begun.

The thought soothed me, made me sigh as I stepped out of the palace and made my way down the living steps, the grass cool under my feet. But the air was still warm. Fragrant with the scent of blooming flowers. Cloyingly sweet.

Rotten. It all smelled rotten, like decay was already setting in, the heat speeding up the process.

The lights from the seelie town winked in the distance, the press of so many Folk living within seeming to weigh down on my shoulders. So many Folk. So much life. It felt unnatural, out of balance.

The fields were empty and quiet as I crossed them, walking aimlessly. I worried about Ash waking up and finding me gone, but then the forest loomed ahead of me, thick and dark, pulling my mind towards it.

My footsteps sped up as I approached. My skin tingled, a weak rush of prickling cold chasing off the warmth. I stopped just outside the treeline and stared into the depths of the forest. Something in my gut tugged, trying to pull me forward.

Cool. Dark.

On the other side, unseelie lands waited.

Mine.

Frost and snow and ice. Cool winds. Dark lakes. Sweet food and wine.

I wasn’t supposed to be here. A single black spot marring the warmth and life and colour of Ash’s lands. I was a stranger here.

I was… wrong.

My fingers twitched as I stared into the forest. My branch leg made an aborted step forward. At my back, I could somehow feel the warmth of Ash. Of everything he now had—all of this. Longing made my chest ache, my throat close up.

He was what I wanted. For him, I would endure the heat. I would endure this sense of misplacement.

At my front, the forest called to me. And the unseelie lands beyond, cool and quiet. Mine.

My muscles locked when eyes appeared in front of me, just beyond the treeline. Cobalt blue, shining in the dark. White teeth gleamed in a familiar sharp grin.

“You are mine, Lonan.” Balor’s voice made my gut roil. “Not his. You won’t be able to stand this place for long. And when you succumb, I will be waiting for you, my sweet brother.”


Author’s Note

Thank you for reading part two of Ash and Lonan’s story! At least it wasn’t such a big cliffhanger this time, right? Right? They’re together! They remember each other! Everything’s great!
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