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Chapter One

Ash

I still wasn’t used to waking up and feeling completely safe.

Every morning, it took me a few moments to remember that I was in the one place where the Carlin couldn’t get me. That Nua and Gillie were safe, because the Brid was gone.

Every morning, I rolled over and smiled when I saw Lonan sleeping beside me. Or when I roused and felt his head on my chest and his long hair trailing over my skin.

The curtains were only partially drawn, so morning sunlight streamed into the room and threw the long, silvery scars on his back into sharp relief as he slept on his side, facing away from me. I moved closer and wrapped my arm around him, kissing the back of his shoulder as my eyes slid shut.

I’d nearly drifted straight back to sleep when I sensed him slowly wake up. I kissed his shoulder again, resting my nose there to breathe in his sleep-warmed scent.

He chuckled hoarsely, sliding a hand down the arm I had slung over his waist to tangle his fingers with mine. “You’re always so hot when you wake up.”

I smiled and eased closer, trying not to arch my hips when my morning erection pressed against his bare ass.

“Do you hate it, unseelie?” I murmured sleepily, my eyes drifting shut again.

Lonan shifted onto his back, dislodging me as he stretched with a little grunt. His black eyes were sleepy. He still looked tired, but he smiled at me and pushed the hair back from my face.

“How could I hate anything about you?”

I snorted and leaned in to kiss him. “That sounds like a fae answer, not a real one.”

He rolled his eyes and kissed me again before slipping out of bed. As he stretched his long, lean body with a yawn, my gaze drifted down his spine to his ass, and my morning erection bucked against the mattress. But Lonan was already padding into the bathroom, so I sat up and rubbed my eyes.

“It’s the first open court today, isn’t it?” Lonan called from the bathroom in his husky voice as I heard a stream hit water.

My gut clenched with nerves.

“Yeah,” I croaked, sliding out of bed to start getting dressed. “I’m really nervous.”

“You’ll be fine, Ash. Do you want me to join you for it?”

“Yes, please,” I said immediately as I pulled up my leathers. “Nua will be there too, but I’ll be less freaked out if you’re there.”

“Of course.”

I heard him start brushing his teeth, so I finished getting dressed before joining him in the bathroom.

“What kind of things do you think they’ll come to me with?” I asked worriedly as I took a leak.

Lonan rinsed his mouth before answering. “Probably fairly mundane things. You’ve already agreed to lower the tithes paid to the court. That would have been their main issue. Well, that and the slaughtering.”

As well as the senseless murder of her people, the Brid had demanded extortionate tithes from the seelie. Nua and I had spent an entire afternoon with the royal treasurer a few days ago, and it had been one of the most boring days of my life.

Once we were both dressed, Lonan encouraged me to have a few bites of the breakfast Jora delivered, but I was too nervous to have a true appetite. He wolfed down some eggs and toast before we left the bedroom.

As we approached the throne room with any and all staff we passed dipping into bows that made me wildly uncomfortable, I nervously adjusted the crown on my head. “There probably won’t even be that many people wanting to speak to me, right? I mean, it’s a new concept for them. Being able to come and tell the monarch their problems directly. Right?”

Lonan cocked his head. “I would think so. I can’t imagine many unseelie Folk having the nerve to ask my mother for something, even if she offered them the opportunity.”

When we entered the throne room, Nua was already there, speaking to Brahm, one of the palace staff who’d been tasked with announcing each fae as they came in to speak with me. Brahm was a driath, his wood-like skin a green-tinged brown, and his root-like hair tied back into a neat bun.

He was clutching a roll of parchment, and his green eyes looked anxious as he watched Nua intently while my brother spoke to him. When he spotted us making our way across the room, he jolted and dipped into a bow.

“You don’t have to do that, Brahm,” I told him uncomfortably.

Nua turned with a bright smile. “Good morning!” He smoothed down his tunic. “Are you feeling prepared?”

“I mean… not really.” I chuckled, releasing Lonan’s hand when he squeezed mine. He wandered over to his throne, the one I’d had specially made for him from black metal. “But I can’t imagine we’ll get that many Folk coming in, right?”

Nua’s bright smile faltered for a split second as Brahm looked between us, clutching the roll of parchment tighter. I finally focused on it, realising it looked… kind of thick.

“Well.” Nua cleared his throat and tried to keep the smile on his face. “There is a… I suppose you could call it a somewhat large queue outside the palace…”

“How large?” I asked hoarsely.

Nua and Brahm exchanged a look. Then my brother hurried forward and squeezed my shoulder, subtly directing me toward my throne. “Don’t worry about that, Ash. We’ll just see as many as we can today.”

“Oh god.” I swallowed, thudding down into my throne too hard and staring up at Nua in horror. “There are a lot of them, aren’t there?”

“We will see as many as we can,” Nua repeated firmly, refusing to meet my eyes as he stepped back. “Though we should probably get started quite soon. Are you ready?”

“I…”

I looked over at Lonan, who was sitting back in his throne quietly, looking completely at ease there. I felt stiff and awkward, like I was a kid waiting for my parents to take my photo at some medieval-themed amusement park.

He gave me a tiny smile.

“I guess,” I finished hoarsely, my fingers twisting in the hem of my shirt, crumpling the material already.

“You will be fine, Ash,” Nua murmured, taking his seat in the wooden throne I’d had constructed for him. Fuck sitting up here all on my own. “You won’t even need to speak much. Just hear their issues. Let them see that you are truly listening to them. The staff are taking meticulous notes for us to go over afterward. No one expects you to make any decisions on the spot.”

“Okay.” I managed to exhale a slow breath at that, relaxing slightly.

Brahm, who’d hurried out of the room still clutching his parchment, returned through the wide doors at the other end. His shoes tapped over the stone floor, loud in the otherwise quiet space, as we waited for him to take his place to the side of the dais.

Once situated, he cleared his throat and unrolled the top of his parchment. The plan had been to take down the names of everyone waiting outside to speak to me beforehand, so they could be formally introduced to me. I hadn’t seen much point in that when they could’ve just told me as they came in, but I hadn’t argued too much. There were probably safety measures around it, or maybe just some old seelie traditions I didn’t know about. I always got nervous about making a fool out of myself by showing my ignorance.

Brahm nodded at one of the guards by the doors. They pulled one open and stuck their head out to call in the first of the seelie Folk who’d come to tell me about their problems.

I tried to keep a bland, polite expression on my face, but I was already regretting this. It was going to be a long morning.

My gut sank when I saw a familiar fae sweep into the room, his nose already turned up as he eyed the guards. His expression grew even more disdainful when he fixed his gaze on Lonan in his dark throne beside me.

Brahm cleared his throat. “Abar, my king. Of the noble Folk.”

I forced myself to smile at the sneering fae as he approached. I recognised him—he was the one who’d spoken to me when we’d first arrived on seelie. He was wearing a finely made tunic in a deep gold with pale thread. His long brown hair was swept back into a complicated knot of braids, threaded through with daisies. His skin had a faint gold-green tinge, and his eyes were honey brown.

“King Ash.” He dipped into a shallow bow. When he straightened, his gaze drifted over to Lonan again.

Sitting up straighter in my throne, I made sure he could feel me watching him. His eyes snapped back to me.

“What can I help you with today?” I asked, my voice flat. I already didn’t like this fae. In some ways, I was kind of glad he was the first one for me to see. I disliked him enough that the sight of him was chasing away my nerves.

Abar cleared his throat, clasping his hands together behind his back, his posture rigid and arrogant. “We believe that our new accommodation is inadequate.”

“We?” I echoed dryly.

“The noble Folk. Those you… evicted from the palace.”

“What’s inadequate about it?”

“For one, there are no staff quarters. And even if there were, you provided no funds for us to even have staff.”

“Why do you need staff?”

He gave me a faint, condescending smile. “My king, I know this is all fairly new to you—”

“The Luad is fully aware of his duties and what goes on in his land,” Nua interrupted, voice harder than I’d ever heard it before. “Do not make the mistake of thinking he is merely a puppet.”

The fae paused. “Of course not,” he said smoothly. “I just meant that noble Folk have always had servers. Our station—”

“You don’t need servers,” I said. “You can learn how to cook and clean. It’s not that hard.”

Abar’s nostrils flared. Back still rigid, he said in a hard voice, “And how do you suggest we provide for ourselves, my king? We need food, just like any other Folk. Clothing. Necessities to live. If you will not at least provide some funds—”

“Get jobs.”

His eyes flashed with heated fury. Visibly tamping back his anger, he said, “I was under the impression that the open court was to provide opportunities for you to help your people, my king. Forgive me, but you are dismissing every one of my concerns—”

“They’re not real concerns.” I sat up straighter. “You just don’t want to do anything for yourselves. There’s nothing stopping you from getting jobs. Sorry if you’re annoyed that I’m not going to fund your lavish lifestyle like the Brid did, but you’re going to have to get over it at some point.”

The fae was breathing hard, his nostrils flaring with every exhale. “My king, you leave us destitute—”

“You were given food supplies when you were moved out of the palace, correct?” Lonan lounged back in his seat, chin resting on his palm in a picture of calm, but his eyes were hard and cold as he stared at Abar. “You were allowed to take all your clothes and belongings. If you and your friends are Folk of such noble stock, surely you can easily find work. Surely the seelie are all clamouring to employ you.”

Abar’s eyes were narrowed on Lonan, filled with such loathing that fury flared hot in my stomach. Before I could say anything, he looked back at me with a simpering smile.

“My king, forgive me for speaking out of turn, but is it truly wise to have the unseelie prince here, privy to the issues the seelie Folk face?”

I went stiff. “What are you insinuating?”

“Your subjects might come to you with matters that could be seen as weaknesses in your land. Your court,” he said smoothly. “Surely you see that I only speak in your best interests, my king.”

My hands clenched into fists on the armrests of the throne, and he noticed. His throat bobbed as he took a tiny step back.

“I told you from the beginning that the way to make me angry would be to disrespect him,” I said through clenched teeth. “Watch your mouth.”

“I have no loyalty to the Carlin,” Lonan said flatly. I glanced over at him to see his cold mask still in place as he stared back at the fae with hard eyes. “My loyalty is to King Ash.”

“Highly unusual,” Abar drawled, his lip curling in a sneer. “I do wonder how the unseelie queen feels about that.”

“It’s none of your fucking business,” I exploded, hands clenching on the armrests of my throne as I leaned forward. “Now if you don’t have any real problems, you’re wasting my time. If you don’t want to get a job, learn to grow your own fucking food. Forage and hunt.” I sat back. “We’re done here.”

Abar’s breaths trembled from his nose in forceful exhalations. He eyed me in silence for a moment, gaze drifting to the crown on my head.

“Not so different from your mother as we first thought, it seems.” He gave a mocking bow and turned to leave.

Rage, hot and overwhelming, flared in my chest. I could feel my eyes flashing with fury, my teeth sharpening in my mouth as I started to rise from my throne.

Nua’s long, spindly fingers gripped my shoulder, gently urging me back down. “Calm, Ash. He’s trying to get under your skin. You’re not like her. You know that.”

“He thinks you’re young and easily manipulated,” Lonan said, dark eyes still tracking the fae as he swept out of the throne room. “Quick to anger. Volatile. Don’t let him be right.”

My gut churned with unease as I sat back, twisting the hem of my shirt in my fingers. I was young and easily angered. I was pretty sure I was the youngest seelie king there’d ever been.

And weren’t all seelie hot-headed? That was what Ogma had told me. That the seelie inherited the First God’s fierce, heated anger.

But Nua wasn’t hot-headed. Neither was Jora.

Maybe I was more like her than I’d thought. The Brid.

The thought made me feel sick.


Chapter Two

Ash

The rest of the open court was far less eventful. Folk came with minor problems—petty land disputes, requests to delay their tithe payment this month, questions over crops and sanctioned hunts in the royal forest, which they called the kingswood.

I hadn’t even realised there was a royal forest.

Once the open court was done for the day, Lonan told me he was going to practise with his swords and left after giving me a kiss. I’d had a covered training ring made for him at the back of the palace, getting a wide section of the garden cleared and a wooden roof constructed so he could stay out of the sun.

Because it was only getting hotter on seelie land, and I didn’t think Lonan liked it.

The training ring had been cleared and built amazingly fast once I’d asked for it to happen. The perks of being a king, I guessed.

I caught up with Nua after Lonan strode off, halting him before he left the throne room. “Can I speak to you about something?”

“Of course.” Nua nodded to the door that led to the private part of the palace. “Shall we go to the rose garden?”

Server Folk we passed dipped into bows as we made our way through the palace to the small rose garden tucked at its side. The air was warm and redolent with the scent of the blooms when we stepped outside, the afternoon sun beating down on us.

A gardener was out there pruning the rose bushes, but he straightened and dipped into a bow after seeing us, hurrying away and leaving us alone. I smiled at him as he passed, lazily waving off a fat bumblebee that hovered next to my ear.

“Are you alright, Ash?” Nua asked as we walked slowly between the tall stone walls. The air was much cooler in the shade of them. I wondered if Lonan would like it here.

He’d been here once before, when the Brid invited the Carlin and her sons for dinner to gloat. I’d kissed him then, trying to block out the hideous thoughts of what I’d just done—when I’d killed that innocent broon.

I’d pressed him up against the wall, desperate for him even though I hadn’t remembered him, and he’d stopped us for that very reason.

I was hit with an overwhelming urge to go and find him. To convince myself that he was really here with me. That everything was okay.

“Ash?” Nua’s brows twitched over his big green eyes as he looked at me. “Is everything alright? Is Lonan alright?”

I didn’t like the way his voice sharpened. My gaze shot over to him.

“Why wouldn’t he be?” My tone was just on the wrong side of defensive.

“No, no,” Nua said quickly. “I’m sure he’s… What did you want to talk about?”

I stopped, taking a deep breath as I turned to face Nua. “I think… I think I want to go back. To see my old home.”

His head cocked, long green hair shifting in a wave. “Do you mean the cottage?”

“Not the one on unseelie. My parents’ house. That cottage.” I paused, then added, “My house.”

Even though it didn’t feel like mine anymore. That world didn’t feel like mine anymore. I wasn’t mortal.

The thought of going back to a world filled with modern technology and cars and so many people seemed almost surreal. But there were some things I still missed. The internet. Modern appliances. Junk food and soda. Porn.

Not having to worry about the well-being of an entire kingdom of fae.

But the idea of going back, of just seeing my old house, had been on my mind constantly since the anniversary of my parents’ death. I wanted to feel close to them one last time, before my life changed even more than it already had.

Before I forgot them.

Nua was watching me carefully. He gave me a hesitant smile. “You seemed to have a lovely childhood there.”

“I did.” I started walking again. “I think I just want to… say goodbye to that life on my own terms. I never got to. The unseelie took me before I even…”

Nua’s long black claw-tipped fingers rested on my arm. “We’ll go. Will Lonan come with us?”

I balked. “No. Definitely not. It’s not safe. He can’t leave seelie.”

Nua was quiet for a moment, before gently saying, “He would most likely say the same of you, Ash.”

“But I can’t be killed now, right? Well, pretty much. Unless the Carlin’s gone and got Gadleg’s venom in the last few weeks.”

“No,” he conceded, his tone careful. “And we know she hasn’t. Your spies watch the north shore, and no one has attempted to cross the fingerstones. But you can still be hurt. Maimed. The Carlin lost that eye of hers not long ago, Ash.”

I pictured the Carlin’s one molten blue eye, the jagged slash of a scar over her other empty, sunken eyelid. “What happened? How did she lose it?”

“We heard only rumours here,” Nua muttered, then added, “Lonan will not be happy about you leaving without him.”

“Lonan needs to stay here.” I clenched my jaw. “The Carlin will pounce the moment he leaves seelie land. She’ll be watching.”

“She is,” he agreed. “But he won’t see it that way. He will want to keep you safe.”

“I’ll be safe. I’ve been killing her guards for months.”

“I know, Ash, I’m just saying…” Nua sighed, stopping to face me. “You know him better than anyone, of course. Far better than me. But I am quite sure that he would… struggle with being left behind.”

He’s already struggling.

I didn’t voice it. I never did. Every time the insidious thought crept into my head, I shoved it back and refused to acknowledge it.

“He’ll understand.” The words caught in my throat, and I almost couldn’t get them out. “He’s safe here. She can’t touch him here. I’m not going to risk him.”

Nua sighed. I was relieved when he dropped the subject, instead asking, “When would you like to leave?”

“Not yet,” I said quickly. “I obviously need to speak to Lonan first. Um… how long would it take us? To get there?”

“Not all that long, once we get into the forest. Unless, of course, we have to keep dodging the Carlin’s guards.”

“Which is exactly why Lonan can’t come with us,” I said in a tone that brooked no argument. “I’ll speak to him tonight. Maybe we can set off in a few days. Will Gillie come?”

“I think it’s probably best to keep our numbers low for this.” Nua smiled over at me. “And it will be nice to spend some time with you, Ash.” He nudged my shoulder with his. “Little brother.”

Warmth filled my chest as I grinned over at him. “Okay. That sounds nice.”

We sat down on a bench in the shade, and Nua smiled as he watched a butterfly slowly opening and closing its wings on the stone wall opposite.

He cleared his throat. “Ash, is… is Lonan still settling well here?”

“He’s fine,” I said quickly, the words scraping at my throat.

Nua pursed his lips and nodded silently.

[image: ]

I was unaccountably nervous as I sought Lonan out just before dinner. My hair was damp from my bath, but drying quickly as I made my way to the training ring at the back of the palace. My fae ears picked up the sound of clashing swords before I even made it outside.

I smiled when I saw Lonan and Gillie in the ring. Gillie had offered to practise with Lonan, and he was a surprisingly good swordsman for someone who was normally either hungover or at least a bit tipsy at all times.

But as I watched them, it was clear that he was nowhere near as good as Lonan. Gillie’s dark hair was damp with sweat, white shirt sticking to his skin in patches, but he was laughing as he parried Lonan.

Lonan was holding back. I could see it immediately. When he blocked Gillie’s swing easily and knocked him down, his eyes flashed with frustration before he schooled his features into a faint smile and helped him back up.

Gillie chuckled as he got to his feet, silver eyes gleaming as he glanced over and noticed me.

“Ash, come and save me from your tyrant lover,” he called, giving Lonan a jovial slap on the back.

Lonan wasn’t even breathing hard, even though he’d been out here for hours, but as I approached the pair, I could see the sheen of sweat on his pale forehead. It was still hot, despite the setting sun and the shade of the wooden roof over the training ring.

“It’s dinner time. You’re officially saved.” I pulled Lonan in for a kiss as he sheathed his sword. The dagger I’d given him sat on his other hip, and his pair of swords were crossed over his back, as they always were.

“Excellent. I’m famished thanks to this one’s ruthless training.” Gillie squeezed my shoulder as he passed, heading inside.

The back of Lonan’s shirt was slightly damp, and he smelled like clean sweat, making my insides clench up with want. I kept my arm around him as I led us inside, the hilt of one of his swords pressing against my shoulder.

“Do you want to have a bath before dinner?” I asked as we stepped inside the palace. I heard Lonan let out a tiny sigh of relief at the slightly cooler air.

“I’ll have it after, if we’re eating alone.” His voice was husky, like he needed some water. “If you don’t mind.”

“Of course not.”

We ate dinner with Nua and Gillie a few times a week, and on Jora’s day off we invited her to join us. There were other staff here I liked very much, but Jora was my favourite. She’d come out of her shell even more since my coronation, laughing and joking with us as she bustled around and delivered our food. Well, not with Lonan. He didn’t really laugh and joke with anyone but me.

And he was laughing and joking with me less and less every day.

I cleared my throat as we made our way up to our private quarters. “I asked the head cook if he knew any unseelie dishes. I think he nearly stabbed me with his butcher’s knife.”

Lonan let out a tiny huff of amusement, his hand trailing absently over my hip as we walked.

“But he said he’d heard of a few,” I continued, smiling over at Lonan. “So he’s, um, made an unseelie dessert for us.”

Lonan’s dark eyes cut over to me, and he squeezed my hip with a tiny smile. “Thank you.”

“And I asked the head vintner if he had any sweeter wine.” I licked my lips nervously. “In case you wanted some.”

Lonan had begun adding honey to his tea every morning, something he’d never done on unseelie. He rarely drank, but when he did, he’d started favouring the sweeter wine over the ale I preferred.

I felt a flash of guilt over the fact that I was, at least in part, trying to appease him before I dropped the news that Nua and I would be going back to my old home—without him—but it was more than that. I wanted him to be comfortable here. I didn’t want him to miss anything from his old life, so I needed to try to replace it. To make him happy.

Our places were already set on the dining table when we stepped into the room, a carafe of wine sitting in the centre. I let go of Lonan and hurriedly poured him a glass, then changed my mind, poured a big glass of water and passed that to him instead as he approached the table.

He took it gratefully and tipped his chin to gulp it down. My eyes drifted down the column of his throat as he drank, the pale skin gleaming faintly with sweat. But when my eyes reached the collar of his shirt, any lust I was feeling was replaced quickly by a flash of hurt.

“Oh.” I gave a nervous laugh. “You’re not wearing your necklace.”

Lonan froze, then licked his lips as he set down the glass.

“It’s very warm.” He gave me a hesitant smile. “And I didn’t want to risk it getting damaged when I was training. I’ll put it back on later.”

I nodded quickly, walking round the table to take my seat. It was stupid to be hurt by it—he was allowed to take it off. It didn’t mean anything if he went an afternoon without wearing it.

My hand drifted up to finger the feather in the hollow of my throat as Lonan sat down opposite me. He picked up his glass of wine and took a sip, then another.

I forced myself to smile. “Is it good?”

He nodded. His dark eyes met mine briefly over the candles on the table just as Jora bustled into the room with a tray.

“Evening, King Ash,” she said cheerfully. “Prince Lonan.”

I smiled. “Hi, Jora.”

Lonan gave her a nod, already picking up his wine glass again to have another sip.

“Roast chicken tonight.” She set the tray down on the side table and lifted a platter with the neatly carved bird steaming in the centre. “And the head cook said he’s made two portions of carrots, seeing as you requested unseelie food. He glazed some with honey for Prince Lonan.”

“Oh.” I looked at Lonan. “That’s nice.”

He gave a curt nod. “Tell him I appreciate it.”

“And honey-spiced butter.” Jora set bowl after bowl down on the table—vegetables and roasted potatoes, freshly baked break torn into chunks, salad studded with gleaming ruby pomegranate seeds and pale green grapes sliced in half.

I wrinkled my nose at the fruit in the salad but said nothing.

“He did grumble about all the sweetness ruining the robust flavours.” Jora chuckled.

I tipped my lips up into a smile that didn’t reach my eyes. Lonan said nothing.

“Enjoy. I’ll be back with your dessert in a little while.”

“Appreciate it, Jora.” I picked up my own wine glass as she left the room, taking a gulp and immediately wincing at the sweetness. But I licked my lips and smiled at Lonan as I set it down. “The wine’s good.”

He nodded, standing up and holding out a waiting hand. “Pass me your plate.”

I did, watching as he filled it. I’d told him before that he didn’t have to do this for me, but he insisted. He said he liked looking after me in the ways he could. His tone hadn’t been curt or bitter, but I’d detected the meaning beneath the words.

It was probably quite hard to look after a king who could have whatever he wanted with a snap of his fingers. Not that I was demanding. I liked to think I wasn’t, anyway. I left the staff to their chores without bothering them. I tried to make sure Jora didn’t do too much for us.

But still.

I thanked him with a smile as he passed my full plate back to me, waiting to start eating until he’d dished up his own food.

It was quiet. I was used to Lonan being quiet. Normally I filled the air with conversation, but I was too nervous for that, anticipating his reaction to what I was going to tell him.

“How was training with Gillie?” I asked eventually, spearing a potato with my fork.

Lonan shrugged and gave me a tiny smile. He seemed more relaxed now he’d started eating. “Fine. He was hungover, so not at his best.”

I laughed. “When is he not at least a little bit hungover?”

Lonan grunted as he stuffed salad into his mouth. “True.”

The conversation was stilted as we ate, but I could tell that was partly due to how hungry he was. He barely took a breath between mouthfuls, slathering sweetened butter on his bread and over his potatoes, gulping down sweet wine, eating every bite of chicken with a roasted carrot gleaming with honey.

Some of the tension in me eased. His appetite hadn’t lessened, at least.

But by the time Jora cleared our plates and brought out our dessert, I was nervous again. I twisted the hem of my shirt in my fingers beneath the table as she set the delicate glass bowl in front of me.

“Sticky toffee pudding,” she announced, placing individual bowls of lightly whipped cream in front of us both. “Sweetened cream.” She set a small porcelain jug in the centre of the table. “Caramel to pour on top.”

My teeth were already aching at the thought of eating it. But this had been one of my dad’s favourite puddings, and Lonan was already heaping cream on top of his, so I picked up my spoon and gave Jora a smile.

I managed half of it and gave the rest to Lonan. He covered it in cream and doused it in caramel, and when he was finally full, he sat back with a contented sigh. As he picked up his wine glass, I carefully poured myself some water.

“So.” I cleared my throat and took a sip. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.”

Lonan stiffened almost imperceptibly, his dark eyes locking on my face. “Oh?”

I raised my chin and forced myself to look at him. “I think I want to go and see my old home. My… mortal home.”

His face softened. He gave me a tiny smile as he leaned forward in his seat. “Of course, Ash. We can go there.”

My stomach twisted with nerves and guilt.

“I’m going to go with Nua,” I told him, making sure my tone was decisive.

Lonan’s dark brows twitched. He stared at me, and when a hint of hurt wavered in his black eyes, I felt even worse.

“You don’t want me to go with you?”

“Of course I do,” I rushed out. “But it’s not safe, Lonan. You can’t leave seelie. The Carlin—”

“I can look after myself,” he said stiffly, thunking his wine glass down on the table with more force than was necessary.

“I know you can. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to put you at unnecessary risk.”

“So it’s your decision alone, is it?” His eyes burned as he stared at me across the table. “I don’t get a say in it.”

I took a breath to stay calm, my temper threatening to spark in the face of his. “I’m hoping you’ll be sensible about this. You’re still adjusting here. You’re still getting used to your new leg—”

“I’m not just going to spend the rest of my life here as your consort, Ash.” Lonan shot up from the table, his eyes flashing and cheeks flushed. I blinked in shock at the outburst. “At some point I will have to leave. The Carlin will die, and I’ll be king. Then what?”

I stood up, my legs unsteady. “I never said I wanted you to stay here as my consort and nothing else. I know that one day you’ll—we’ll have to leave to go to her. But we’re not ready for that yet, and this is an unnecessary journey for you. All I’m going to do is visit my old home to… I don’t know. Say goodbye.” More words burst out of me before I could stop them. “Your mother snatched me from there. Took me away from everything. I think I’m entitled to want to go back one last time on my own terms.”

A spark of fear mingled with the fury in Lonan’s eyes. He was breathing hard, chest heaving. Guilt flooded me, but I couldn’t take the words back now.

“And your own terms mean going without me.” He gave a tight nod. “I see.”

“Not because—” I groaned in frustration and rounded the table, heading towards him. “It’s not that I wouldn’t want you to come with me. It’s just not safe for you.”

Lonan snorted at that, stepping back when I reached for him. My chest tightened painfully.

“I kept myself alive with her for more than twenty-one years.” His eyes were hard as he stared at me, voice void of all emotion. “I’m not going to start cowering from her now.”

My temper exploded.

“It’s not cowering,” I shouted. “It’s not being a fucking idiot. You called me that before, Lonan. You told me not to be one. Well, take your own advice. You’re staying here.”

“Fine,” he spat. “I’ll wait behind for my king to return. I’ll lounge in his palace like a pampered consort and nothing more.”

“You’re being ridiculous,” I gritted out.

His nostrils flared. Without another word, he spun and strode from the room. As the door swung open, I saw Jora hovering uncertainly, biting her thumbnail.

Lonan didn’t even glance at her. After he’d vanished, she hesitantly stepped into the room. “I’m… I didn’t mean to overhear—”

“It’s okay, Jora,” I said wearily, all the heated anger leaving me in an instant. I wiped a hand over my face. “Please tell Tawn I appreciate the meal. We both do. It was lovely.”

She dipped her chin in a nod, keeping her head down as she started clearing the table.


Chapter Three

Ash

I didn’t know where Lonan had gone, but I didn’t seek him out. I knew we’d just argue again if I did. Too much had been left unsaid before he’d strode from the room after dinner.

I considered going to find Nua to tell him what had happened, but I knew Lonan wouldn’t want me to share our private discussions—and arguments—with anyone. I knew he already felt betrayed.

Fear made my throat close up as I stepped into our empty bedroom. Before I could stop it, I imagined returning from my trip with Nua and finding Lonan gone. Sick of staying here, sick of me, sick of seelie. Fleeing back to unseelie land while he had the chance.

Rationally, I knew he wouldn’t. His mother couldn’t control him anymore, which meant he was of no use to her. She surely wanted him dead. As much as he thought he could keep himself safe from her, it had been different when she’d been able to control him—when she’d had a reason to keep him alive.

She was still the unseelie ruler. Unfathomably powerful, stronger than everyone else.

Except me.

The fact that I was near unkillable now still hadn’t really sunk in. Part of me worried that if I accepted it too readily, I’d become cocky. Arrogant. Unbearable, like the Carlin was. Like the Brid had been.

As I undressed for bed in silence, my gaze caught on the crown resting on top of the dresser. A small spark of resentment flared. It was a double-edged sword. It kept us safe—safe from the Carlin, safe from the Brid now she was gone—but it also signified the loss of an easy, simple life with Lonan.

Not that life could have ever been easy or simple with Lonan, even if I’d never become king. The threats of both queens would have still hung over our heads, even if I’d remained nothing more than an exiled seelie living in the forest and we’d somehow found a way to be together despite everything.

Candlelight flickered and flared across the room with a soft whomp, charmed to ignite when the sun set fully. Before getting into bed, I brushed my teeth and washed my face, then picked up a book from the stack I’d brought in from the library. I’d already read the ones Lonan, Nua and Gillie had got me for my birthday, making careful notes in my new notebook of the ingredients I wanted to find for potioncraft.

I hadn’t had a chance to use my new drachmsmith chamber yet—kingly duties took up a lot of time, especially as I was still learning everything. But the ache to make potions had sharpened in my gut. It felt like something I needed to do. A dormant, barely used muscle I needed to flex and strengthen.

I settled in bed with a sigh, propped up against the headboard with pillows behind me. I stared down at the book in my lap. A History of Seelie: Volume 1. There were dozens and dozens of volumes in the library, all thick and unwieldy, but I was forcing myself to read them. I was barely a quarter of the way into the first one, and the subject matter was painfully dull in places. Within minutes, I could feel my eyelids growing heavy.

The room was dark when I jerked awake, the candles extinguished. I knew I’d fallen asleep reading, but the book had been closed and set on the bedside table, and I was tucked fully under the covers, my pillows plump beneath my head.

Lonan had been back, then, but he wasn’t in bed beside me. My fae eyes let me see in the dark, and they jerked to the open bathroom door when Lonan stepped out, his hair damp from a bath.

He was naked, and despite our angry words earlier, my belly tightened with want as I watched him approach the bed. I took in the long lines of his body, his pale skin. He moved effortlessly on his branch leg now, like it had always been a part of him, his gait still slinking and graceful.

He stopped beside the bed. Our eyes locked in the dark, his expression calmer than it had been earlier, but still tense.

“Will you reconsider?” he asked, his voice husky and soft.

I didn’t want to argue with him again, but I wasn’t backing down on this. I just wanted him to be safe, and I had a way to keep him safe now, to keep him away from his awful mother and siblings. I wasn’t going to squander that luxury by letting him go on a pointless journey.

“No.”

Lonan’s jaw tensed. He drew back the covers and placed a knee on the mattress to get into bed, but rather than lie beside me, he straddled me in a rush of movement and pinned my shoulders down.

His eyes flashed with frustration, dark hair hanging around his face in a curtain as he loomed over me. “I’m asking you to reconsider, Ash. Let me go with you.”

I licked my lips. “No. I’m sorry, Lonan,” I added quickly when anger sparked in his gaze. “It’s not that I don’t think you can take care of yourself. I just want to keep you safe, and I have a way to do that now. I’m asking you to see where I’m coming from. Wouldn’t you do the same?”

He bared his teeth, and they flashed sharp and white in something close to a snarl. Releasing my shoulders, he sat up, his pale body rising over me in the dark.

“You may be a king, but I have been fae my whole life. Far longer than you, Ash.”

My temper flared. Glaring up at him, I snapped, “It’s not a competition.”

“But if it was, I’d win.” He leaned down until we were almost nose to nose. “You may be stronger than everyone now, but you’re still unpractised. Green. You don’t even fully grasp the power you possess.”

“What the fuck?” Hurt tightened my throat. “What’s that got to do with anything? Why are you being a dick?”

He sat up in a rush, chest heaving as he stared down at me. He licked his lips. “I’ll strike you a bargain.”

“What?” I tried to sit up, but he pushed me back down. To my irritation, my cock jerked at the rough treatment, and I knew he felt it against him.

“I don’t want to make bargains with you, Lonan,” I snapped, breathing faster as I glared up at him.

“If I can overpower you, you let me come with you.” He splayed his hand over my chest, and I knew he could feel my pounding heart.

“No,” I said bluntly. I gripped his hips to tug him off me, but my fingers curled and refused to let go.

Lonan’s jaw clenched again, fingers digging harder into my chest. He visibly forced himself to relax, shooting me a small smirk.

“You’re a fae king now. Stronger than everyone. Surely you’re not scared of losing.”

“I’m not scared of anything, because we’re not doing this.”

“You wanted a fair fight after the game of favours.” His voice was sly. “This is your chance to get it. If I win, I come with you.”

My cock jerked again, filling rapidly at the thought of tussling with Lonan, seeing which of us could truly dominate the other. We’d wrestled playfully before, our actions more foreplay than anything else, knowing it was all in jest as a prelude to fucking.

But that wasn’t what Lonan was suggesting, and I wasn’t going to think with my cock and potentially put him in danger, no matter how tempting it was.

“Lonan, we’re not doing this.” I tightened my grip on his hips, intending once more to heave him off me, and once more failing.

His own cock was hard, jutting out to hover over my stomach, long and slender and flushed pink. My fingers twitched with the desire to touch him, to stroke him to the point of distraction so he’d forget about this ridiculous bargain.

I sucked in a sharp breath when Lonan slowly leaned down. His hand slid up my throat, clasping my chin and holding my head in place as his finger danced over the corner of my mouth.

“You’re fae now, Ash,” he murmured. “You’re in this world of bargains and twisted words and secret games.”

“I don’t want to play games with you,” I croaked, my body and brain vacillating between lust and hurt from his words.

“No, not with me.”

He dipped his head, silky hair sliding against my cheek, and brushed his lips over the tip of my ear. I shuddered hard, my cock bucking. We’d discovered how sensitive the pointed tips of my new fae ears were, and Lonan exploited the knowledge often, knowing it made me weak.

“But I can teach you,” he murmured, voice seductive.

I shuddered again, fingers sliding round to grip his ass. “Lonan…”

I couldn’t even remember what we’d been arguing about, my brain blanking as my hips flexed, sliding my hard length against his taint and balls. His cock bucked, pre-cum beading on the tip. He was as worked up as I was.

“Agree to the bargain,” he murmured before taking the tip of my ear delicately between his teeth.

I tensed, my fingers tightening on his ass. “No. You’re not going.”

His breath hissed out of him in an angry rush as he released my ear. Sitting up, he tightened his grip on my chin and glared down at me. “Scared you’ll lose?”

I had no idea whether I’d lose or not. I was stronger than him—stronger than everyone—but he was right. He was sly and tricky, true fae, and I still didn’t feel completely comfortable in this skin. It was still too new.

But his words made my competitive spirit flare to life. I glared right back at him. “I’m not scared.”

I didn’t know what the fuck had gotten into him—why he was acting like this. I knew he was angry, but he’d never been this sly with me. This… fae.

He sat up, pinning my shoulders again, making my sac tighten.

“I think you are.” He smirked down at me, sharp teeth flashing in the dark. “Scared I’ll win. Come now, Ash.” His voice deepened, growing seductive again. “We’ve played like this before. You’ve won before.”

“I won because you were desperate for me to fuck you.” I smirked back. “Is that what this is? You want me to fuck you? You only have to ask, Lonan.”

He lunged in a rush, teeth cutting into my lip as he kissed me hard. His tongue thrust greedily into my mouth, invading, trying to dominate me. I fought right back, batting away his hands to fist his hair.

He wrenched his head free, breathing hard. “You can fuck me if you win. You can fuck me, and I’ll stay here obediently while you go off with your brother.”

“It’s not about obedience.” I finally found the strength to push him off me, sitting up to kneel opposite him on the bed. Our cocks strained for each other, chests heaving with anger and lust. “I’m not trying to make you a pet. I’m trying to keep you fucking safe. Stop fighting me on it.”

Lonan looked furious, but he didn’t take the bait. He sat back on his heels, drawing my gaze down to his jutting cock and making fire ignite in my belly.

“Agree to the bargain,” he said with a mocking smirk.

My hands clenched into fists, my heart racing, my skin tingling with awareness. He wasn’t going to let this go. I could see it in his face. Hear it in his voice.

And he thought he would win.

“Fine,” I spat. “If it’ll shut you up. I agree to the bargain.”

The words had barely left my mouth when he lunged at me. I braced just in time, absorbing the worst of the impact with a grunt, but he still managed to shove me onto my back.

Our legs tangled as I gripped his wrists to stop him pinning me down. I felt wetness trail over my hip as his straining cock brushed against my skin, but I refused to let myself get distracted. Wrenching a leg free, I hooked it round the back of his knee and twisted, landing on top of Lonan with another grunt.

His eyes flashed with fury at being put on his back. Breaths leaving him in forceful pants, he wriggled his branch leg free and planted his foot on my thigh, shoving me back.

I grabbed the backs of his knees and yanked his body further down the bed. Lonan snarled and scrambled up, gripping my arms to wrench my hands off his legs.

Muscles tensing, he gritted his teeth and tried to heave me to the side. When I didn’t budge, he snarled in fury, and the realisation that I was stronger than him hit me in a dizzying wave. I flashed my teeth at him in a not-quite grin, which made him even angrier.

He lunged at me again, trying to use his whole body to knock me onto my back. Our straining cocks clashed, tearing a guttural sound from my throat, and Lonan used the brief moment of distraction to fist my hair and wrench me to the side.

It hurt, but the sharp sting of pain only heated my blood further. My cock bucked as it pressed into the mattress when he pinned me on my belly, the unyielding wood of his branch knee digging into the small of my back.

I snarled, bringing my arms up and pressing my palms into the mattress with the aim of bucking him off. But before I could, his knees slid to either side of my hips as he sat on my backside. Fingers curled around my wrists, locking my hands in place as Lonan lunged down and sank his teeth into my shoulder.

His cock slid between my cheeks, a hot iron brand, leaving trails of pre-cum on my skin. Trembling with adrenaline, I couldn’t stop my hips from arching, rubbing against him, not knowing whether I wanted to buck him off or yield. Lonan snarled and grazed his teeth over my shoulder blade, then continued lower, his sharp bites turning into fevered, open-mouthed kisses, tongue lashing my hot skin.

My thighs spread easily as he moved back between them. I jerked with a groan when his teeth sank into the swell of my ass, my cock wetting the sheet beneath me.

I almost submitted. Almost tilted my ass up so he could do whatever he wanted, but the realisation of what was at stake suddenly made my already pounding heart thud harder.

I sprang up, knocking his chin with my ass and making him snarl, then spun to wrap my legs around his hips. Twisting him to the side, I pinned him to the mattress and quickly grabbed his wrists to lock them together above his head.

Lonan fought me, arms straining, legs kicking to try and shove me off. His cock was leaking all over his heaving stomach, sliding against mine with his wild movements, but he couldn’t budge me. Not until he shouted with fury and tried to heave me to the side, managing to wriggle his branch leg free. He wrapped it round my hip and tried to twist us again, shuddering hard when our balls brushed.

We were both panting, sweating. My heart thundered in my chest, and I smirked down at him as his body’s frantic movements grew less furious and more sensual. When he let out a breathless groan, I rocked my hips, the wet heads of our cocks sliding together.

The smirk slid off my face as my lips parted on a gasp. I rocked my hips again, and again, and soon we were both writhing, hips bucking to slide our cocks together. I barely noticed when Lonan wriggled his other leg up and wrapped it round my hip, locking our lower bodies together tight.

His wrists were still pinned above his head, and my fingers tightened as I leaned down to kiss him. “Lonan.”

His legs tightened around me as he lifted his hips off the bed and jerked hard to the side, almost succeeding in throwing me off. I froze, then snarled as I realised he’d still been playing me. Anger heated my blood.

“You lost,” I snapped down at him, pinning his wrists harder to the pillow. “Accept it.”

“No.” He strained up again, but he only succeeded in rubbing his cock against me, which made him shudder as his efforts once again grew more sensual.

But now I didn’t trust him, so I stayed still as I pinned him down. It was much easier than I’d thought it would be, and I realised I’d been subconsciously holding back before. It felt almost effortless to keep him trapped.

His legs tightened around me, hips rolling up in a way that made my cock jerk, pre-cum dripping onto his skin. His face was flushed as he stared up at me, and when I saw the anger bleeding out of his eyes, replaced by pure, frantic lust, I felt a stab of triumph.

“Ash,” he rasped, voice trembling.

When he lifted his head and looked down between our bodies, I couldn’t help but follow his gaze. My jaw clenched when I saw my cockhead notched against his hole, his hips’ frantic movements having lodged it there.

His legs loosened, sliding off my hips to spread as wide as they could. His hips rolled again, cock jerking on his stomach.

“Ash,” he panted. “Do it.”

I groaned helplessly, sliding my cockhead over his hole. My fingers tightened around his wrists as I looked back up at him, chest heaving.

“I won.”

I expected him to snarl up at me, to start fighting again, but he nodded jerkily.

“You won.” His fingers curled and uncurled in my unforgiving grip. “You won.”

Despite being pinned down, he still managed to make it an order. My free hand was trembling as I reached over to get the oil from the nightstand and managed to thumb the cork free. Unwilling to release him, I tipped the bottle first over his cock, then mine.

I didn’t have the patience to set it back down carefully, and it toppled off the bedside table to hit the floor with a heavy thud, followed by the glug of oil escaping. After fisting my cock to slick it up, I palmed the back of his thigh and lifted it, spreading him almost impossibly wide.

His hole tried to suck me in the moment I pushed my cockhead against it, but I forced myself to go slow at first. My fae body could take this without much prep, and I knew he could too, but it would still sting at first without any at all.

Lonan grunted through clenched teeth, but his cock jerked over his belly as I pushed inside.

“Faster,” he demanded breathlessly.

I ignored him, sinking my cock inside in slow increments until I was up to the hilt. Lonan groaned when my hips met his ass, wrists trying to twist in my grip. After sliding my cock out to the head, I pushed back inside with more force, making us both grunt.

“Faster,” Lonan ordered again, then bared his teeth at me in a breathless snarl. “If you’re going to leave me behind, fuck me hard so I can remember it while you’re gone.”

Anger rushed back up. Or maybe it had never left, just been temporarily dulled by the sharp, overwhelming wave of lust. I bucked my hips, thrusting my cock inside him so hard that his body jerked. His head fell back, Adam’s apple bobbing as he let out a helpless groan.

And then I couldn’t stop. I started fucking him in jarring, pounding thrusts with no finesse, only anger and lust and overwhelming love for him driving me. Lonan was moaning breathlessly, growing louder than I’d ever heard him. I finally released his wrists to hook my elbows under his knees, jacking his hips up and bending him in half as my hips pounded.

“Fuck.” Lonan’s long fingers curled around the headboard, holding on for dear life as my furious thrusts jerked his folded body up over and over again.

He clenched around my cock, impossibly tight and hot. My body was on fire, sweating and overheated, and my dick swelled when Lonan released the headboard to fist my hair, yanking me down.

But not to kiss me. He sank his teeth into my shoulder, locking me in place. His oil-slicked cock slid over my stomach, and I felt it throb against my agonisingly sensitive skin as his limbs locked up and shook violently.

He cried out against my neck, hips trying to buck despite how immobile I was keeping him. His cock jerked, ribbons of hot cum striping my stomach as it pumped out of him forcefully. His ass squeezed around my cock until I almost couldn’t thrust anymore, but it didn’t matter. My orgasm tightened my balls and rushed up my length, hips jerking forward helplessly to plunge as deep as I could.

“Fuck.” The shout burned my throat as I started to come, pressing my hot forehead into the pillow beside his head. My hips twitched with each hard spurt, cock flexing inside him.

When it finally ended, I was shaking like a leaf. Lonan trembled beneath me, his hands gentling in my hair and his unsteady breaths heating my neck.

I didn’t know how to act as I released his legs and carefully slid out of him with a hoarse moan. Was everything okay now? Had he accepted that he wouldn’t be coming with me?

When I reluctantly lifted my head to look at him, I realised that honestly, Lonan looked too fucked out to care anymore. His cheeks were flushed, lips parted around his panting breaths, hooded eyes sleepy. Damp hair stuck to his temples, so I reached up to hesitantly push it back.

Lonan’s eyes softened, regret flooding his gaze. He pulled my head down, and his mouth was even softer and sweeter than usual in the aftermath of all that anger-fuelled lust. I slicked my tongue against his languidly, not wanting to fight with him anymore, in any way.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, bringing his hands round to cup my face.

“It’s okay,” I said quickly, relief making my already trembling body even weaker. “I’m sorry too. Please tell me you understand,” I added in a pleading mumble. “I just want to keep you safe.”

Lonan’s face tightened, but after a second he nodded. “I understand.”


Chapter Four

Ash

It was only just dawn when Lonan and I made our way into the front hall a couple of days later. I’d told him that he didn’t need to wake up early to see me off, and he’d simply shot me a dry, unimpressed look in response.

Our footsteps echoed on the stone floor. Some of the staff were already up, we’d passed several on our way down, but the hall was empty as we came to a stop.

Lonan turned to face me. “You have enough arrows?”

My mouth quirked into a smile, and I reached back to pat my stuffed quiver. “Yes. As you can see.”

His mouth pursed. He gave me a stiff nod before gesturing to the dagger strapped to my hip. “I sharpened that for you.”

“Did you?” I glanced down at it. “When?”

“The other night. You were asleep.”

I looked at him with a frown. “Why weren’t you?”

He just shrugged and reached out to snag the front of my shirt, tugging me closer. My hands slid round his waist as he kissed me, his tongue gliding greedily into my mouth.

We hadn’t really discussed my trip since our argument two nights ago. The following morning, we’d acted like that weird, angry fuck had never happened, even as he’d watched me mop up the spilled oil on the bedroom floor. Neither of us had brought it up since.

The bite mark was still there on my shoulder, a faded crescent bruise. My gut tightened with anxiety-tinged lust every time I spotted it.

“I’ll miss you,” I couldn’t help but say when the kiss ended.

We hadn’t spent a single night apart since I’d rescued him from the Carlin. Nua had said we might be able to get back sometime in the night if the forest made our journey quick and we didn’t spend too long at my old home, but it was possible we’d end up having to find somewhere to sleep overnight.

I wasn’t worried, even though I probably should have been. The Carlin’s spies watched seelie land constantly. No doubt she would know almost the moment Nua and I entered the forest.

But Lonan would be here. Safe, where she couldn’t touch him. That was what mattered.

“I’ll miss you too, Oak King.” Lonan smoothed down my shirt after letting go. “Come back with all your current body parts for me.”

I chuckled. “I’ll try. Don’t particularly want to get the other arm cut off.”

His eyes darkened, dropping to take in my spindly branch fingers. I saw his jaw clench, and I knew he was resisting the urge to demand to come with me.

But he’d been the one to make the bargain. He’d agreed to stay behind if he lost, and he had. He couldn’t go back on it now.

We both turned when a door opened to see Nua and Gillie coming into the front hall. Nua had his blade strapped to his hip, as well as a dagger, and it was jarring at first to see my gentle older brother with weapons, even though he’d been the one to teach me how to use my dagger. He was fast and skilled—he’d kept me safe as a child, so I knew he was.

I smiled as they approached. Gillie looked a little tense, which was strange to see on his normally smiling face. Guilt stabbed at me, and I considered telling Nua that we didn’t have to do this. He was at more risk than I was. He wasn’t a king—he wasn’t near unkillable.

And if the Carlin had wanted to sap the Brid’s power from me, she had probably spent years trying to find Nua to do the same once he’d been exiled.

“All set?” Nua asked me cheerfully, adjusting the hooded cloak around his shoulders.

I was wearing a thin hooded coat too, in hopes we’d draw less attention as we made our way through the forest.

“Don’t worry, Lonan.” Nua gave him a soft smile. “I’ll keep his temper in check and his eyes sharp.”

Lonan smiled tightly, dark eyes drifting back to me with a hint of worry in them.

“And that branch arm you made him makes him lethal with his bow.” Gillie wrapped an arm around Nua and kissed his temple.

Nua rolled his eyes. “We both made it.”

“Excellent craftsmanship,” Gillie continued as if he hadn’t spoken, then shot me a sly grin. “My seelie has clever fingers.”

I cringed. “I will throw you in the dungeon one day if you keep it up, Gillie.”

He chuckled. “Is that a promise? Careful throwing those about, lad.”

After giving him an unimpressed look, I turned to Nua. “You don’t have to come, Nua. You could just show me the path from—”

“You’re not going alone, Ash,” Lonan cut in sharply.

“What?” Nua frowned. “No, of course you’re not going alone. I’m happy to go. You need me to show you, anyway. You haven’t crossed over yet. You won’t be able to find the way on your own.”

I chewed my lip anxiously. “But it could be dangerous—”

“Ash.” Nua rested a long-fingered hand on my arm. “I made that journey countless times when you were a boy. I spent months sneaking to the edge of unseelie land to leave you notes. I know the forest and how to stay hidden in it.”

“We had the Brid searching for us before.” Gillie smiled at me, but his eyes were still a little tight with worry. “Nua can fend for himself, lad.” His gaze drifted to Lonan, and he added, “For both of you.”

I could feel Lonan getting even tenser beside me, so I nodded. “Alright.”

As Gillie swooped down to give Nua a kiss, I turned to Lonan, pulling him closer and kissing his cheek, my mouth lingering there. “See you soon.”

“Yes.” Lonan pushed my hair back from my face before lifting my hood. “Be safe. Don’t hesitate if anything happens.”

“I won’t.”

“We’ll hold down the fort here,” Gillie said cheerfully as we walked to the huge front doors. The guards heaved them open, letting the mottled pink glow of dawn flood inside, casting eerie light over us.

Lonan’s dark hair gleamed with iridescent pinks and greys, and I couldn’t resist giving him one last firm kiss. The urge to apologise for leaving him behind burned in my throat, but I swallowed the words back down. I didn’t think it would be a good idea to show that kind of weakness. To act uncertain in my decision.

I didn’t have that luxury anymore, now that I was king. I had to be sure and firm on everything I said. Everything I did. The thought felt like a millstone around my neck already. The pressure to succeed. To keep Lonan and Nua and Gillie safe. To do right by all the Folk I was in charge of now. To be better than the Brid.

Dew glistened on the living steps as Nua and I made our way down them, leaving Lonan and Gillie at the huge front doors of the palace. I glanced back once, my gaze catching Lonan’s as he watched me, his face as sombre and unreadable as ever.

He lifted his hand in a slight wave, and I returned it with a wobbly smile, my throat aching. I knew I was being silly and childish, but the thought of even a single night away from him when I’d only just got him back was painful. Especially as the last few days had been… tenser than normal.

“Gillie will keep him company, Ash.” Nua’s soft voice and gentle hand on my shoulder had me looking away, facing forward as we reached the bottom step and he directed us north. “And we shouldn’t be gone long.”

I nodded, keeping my head down and watching my boots trample the tiny flowers that blanketed the grass on seelie land. Their scent drifted up, sweet like vanilla, allowing my shoulders to unclench just a little.

“How did he… Was he alright with not coming with you?” Nua asked hesitantly, tucking a strand of long, silky hair back under his hood.

I licked my lips and croaked, “Not really.”

Nua sighed, glancing over at me with a kind smile. “I remember what it was like to be young and so in love. Not that Gillie and I were as young as you two when we met.”

Not wanting to sour this time I had with my brother, I forced my mouth to tip up into a smile. “How did you meet? You’ve never told me.”

He chuckled, big green eyes growing soft with memories. “I was always good at slipping away from the guards when I came for walks in the forest. I had a few spots that I frequented to be alone. To relax. And one day, when I was bathing in a secluded lake, a drunken lout stumbled upon me and immediately began to flirt.”

I huffed in amusement, dryly noting, “Sounds like Gillie already.”

“Mm.” Nua’s lips pursed, trying to fend off a secret smile. “I was wary at first. Being a prince is… lonely, and I was sure he was just chasing me for sport. To bed royalty for the fun of it.”

“I can’t imagine Gillie has ever cared about anything like that.”

“No, he hasn’t, but I didn’t know that at the time. He kept returning, whenever I went to that lake. And I… kept going back there too, hoping to see him.” Nua’s cheeks darkened with a flush.

I smiled wryly, nudging him with my elbow. “You were smitten.”

He chuckled, admitting, “Yes, I was. And so was he. We couldn’t stay away from each other. He didn’t care that I was a prince. He just wanted me.” Nua’s voice softened as he added, “I had never had that before.”

“So you started seeing each other in secret? I remember you saying before that you kept it from the Brid.”

“Yes, she wouldn’t have approved. She was very controlling, and I didn’t want to put him in any danger. If she had wanted something else for me, she would have simply had him killed to eliminate the problem.”

I cringed, not doubting him in the slightest. Lives had meant nothing to the Brid, outside of being playthings for her and her King of Boars.

“She did want something else for me,” Nua said grimly. “She wanted me to marry and have children with a noble fae. To continue her bloodline.”

I glanced over at him. “Are you bi too then? Or did she not care about that?”

Nua’s head cocked. “Bi?”

“Not just attracted to men.”

“Oh. No, I’m only attracted to males. She wanted me to bear the young.”

A tiny frisson of surprise ran through me. “You’re trans?” Knowing he probably wouldn’t know that word either, I clarified, “You were assigned female at birth?”

Nua nodded. “Yes. I drink a tincture that stops my bleeds, among other things, but if I didn’t drink it for a while I would become fertile again. That was her plan.”

Anger coursed through me at how much our birth mother had tried to control Nua’s life. His decisions. “She would have forced you to? Do you even want children?”

“Never with one of the suitors she had in mind. I didn’t want to marry any of them. But…” He gave me a shy smile. “Maybe one day. With Gillie. We’ve talked about it before.”

I grinned over at him, imagining being an uncle. “You’d be amazing parents.” I paused. “But you’d probably have to be the strict one.”

Nua laughed, face softening with affection. “Yes, Gillie would be a bit useless at being authoritative, I think.”

“He’d probably suggest rubbing whisky on their gums to get them to sleep.”

Nua spluttered with laughter, gently bumping his shoulder into mine. “Whisky is his answer to most things.”

“Or mushrooms.”

“Yes, and those.”

“When I have a bit more time, I want to go foraging with Gillie on seelie. I’ve read the book you got me, about all the mushrooms that grow here. It’d be fun.”

Nua’s face brightened. “He’d love that. And you’ll have time. Things will calm down soon, Ash. You’re just settling into the role. It’s only been a few weeks.”

My gut twisted with nerves at the thought of the overwhelming task that lay ahead of me. Years and years of being king. Of ruling the seelie Folk. My only plan before the fae took me was to find any job I could, not even necessarily one related to my degree. I hadn’t thought about my life beyond that.

And I hadn’t really thought about the long term when I’d killed the Brid and become king. Not that I’d known I was going to take her power. But in the time that had followed, I’d been more focused on Lonan and less on the fact that I was actually a fucking king.

Now that I was settling more here, no longer hiding from the Carlin or trying to navigate my way around the Brid, my focus was having to shift. I’d made a vow to myself to be better than my mother had been.

I intended to keep it, even if the weight of the monumental responsibility on my shoulders weighed heavier and heavier every day.


Chapter Five

Lonan

“They’ll be fine, lad.” Gillie clapped me on the shoulder as we watched Ash and Nua vanish from sight. “Nua knows the forest like the back of his hand. And he’d do anything to keep Ash safe.”

I believed him. Nua already had. He’d given up his title, his whole life, his future kingdom to keep Ash safe.

I still wished I was going with them so I could protect Ash myself. But I had goaded him into that foolish bargain. I had made my own bed, and now I had to lie in it. Alone.

“Fancy having dinner later to wallow together about our missing men?” Gillie chuckled, squeezing my shoulder before letting go. “A few drinks, maybe.”

“Yes,” I said immediately, already feeling on edge here now that Ash was out of sight. Gone. Gillie was now the only other person in this entire place that I felt even remotely comfortable with.

“Alright, sounds good.” His voice was cheerful, but I could hear the thread of unease still colouring it. He glanced once at the doors before giving me a smile. “I’m going back to bed for a while. Come and find me later if you want company for sword practice.”

“I will.”

I stayed where I was as he turned and left the front hall, but then the weight of the seelie guards’ eyes began to press on me. Spinning on my heel, I strode back towards our private chambers, trying not to show how tense I felt being here without Ash.

Jora was hurrying down the hallway as I made my way back to our bedroom, her eyes tired and hands still fiddling with her long braid. She stopped at the sight of me, dipping into a tiny bow.

“Prince Lonan.” Her voice was still croaky from sleep. “I know King Ash left early this morning. I wasn’t sure if you’d want your breakfast now.”

I stopped. I had no plans. I never had any plans. I just filled my days with sword practice until I was too tired to do much else.

Giving her a nod in thanks, I said, “Yes, I would.”

“Of course. In your room or the dining room…?”

“The dining room, please.” I started heading towards it but stopped, turning back to her. “Who else knows that King Ash will be gone for a few days?”

“Just the staff.” She paused, shooting me a nervous smile. “It won’t go beyond the palace walls.”

I gave a stiff nod, already regretting asking the question in case it made me seem… vulnerable. Ill at ease without him here.

A single unseelie in a land filled with Folk who hated me. I should have been used to it—I was hated by all the other unseelie Folk too. But here, I was unprotected. I wasn’t feared as the Carlin’s son, as her assassin. As a prince.

I was just the consort to their king.

The dining room was already warm when I stepped into it, the first of the sun’s rays streaming through the window. I crossed the room to open it as wide as possible, standing there to feel the cool breeze before the air began to heat as the day progressed.

I only turned to sit down when I heard Jora bustling in with a heavy tray. I watched in silence as she placed a big bowl of porridge in front of me, topped with nuts and berries. A teapot with steam curling from its spout. A glass dish of gleaming amber honey with a wooden dipper. A delicate bowl of cut fruit, two thick slices of freshly baked bread and a little dish of whipped butter.

“Can I get you anything else, Prince Lonan?” she asked politely as she picked up the empty tray.

I cleared my throat. “Could I have some more honey, please?”

She paused, eyes darting to the bowl already on the table, but inclined her head. “Of course.”

When she left the room, I poured myself a cup of tea and drizzled honey into it, staring down into the steaming liquid as I stirred it with a spoon. After tasting it, I added more.

I was pouring some onto my porridge when Jora returned with a jar. She set it on the table without a word, giving me a small smile and a bow before leaving.

I ate in silence, keenly aware of the empty seat opposite me. I drizzled more honey over the fruit. I covered the bread in it after I’d buttered it. Every bite of my breakfast was achingly sweet, making my teeth hurt, but it felt like what I needed, even though I had never overly liked sweet things before.

But everything here was too savoury. Too earthy. Too rich.

Wrong.

Sweat had beaded on my hairline by the time I finished my breakfast, even though I had pushed the steaming teapot as far away from me as possible. I told Jora that I appreciated the meal when she came to clear everything away, and once she was gone, I continued to sit there in silence.

What am I supposed to do now?

The question crossed my mind every morning. Every time Ash woke up and grumbled about his packed schedule as he got ready for the day, while I quietly and slowly dressed beside him, trying to think of something, anything, that would make my time feel somewhat productive.

Every time Ash kissed me and told me to spend the day relaxing, I wanted to snap at him, and I hated the brief flashes of anger that rose. He was just trying to be kind. He wasn’t trying to be patronising.

I knew, deep down, that he had no intention of making me his pet, his pampered consort and nothing more, but that was how I felt. Like a black sheep that had been shunned by its flock and taken in by a pitying shepherd.

Like a wolf desperately trying to fit in with a pack of domesticated dogs.

Finally rising from my seat, I made my way back to our bedroom to collect my blades, another long day of sword practice the only thing I could think of to fill my time. Ash had offered to teach me archery, but he hadn’t had the time yet, too busy with his new duties.

He’d asked before if I’d ever been to the palace library while he was busy. I hadn’t. I supposed I could, but why? What would it achieve? I had sometimes read to pass the time when I was on unseelie, but it wasn’t a pastime I particularly enjoyed. My days had mostly been filled with spying on the Folk for my mother. Attending meetings with her and my brothers to put up a united front, even though we all hated each other. Killing those she wanted me to kill.

At least I’d had a purpose there. At least I’d been doing something, even if my duties had been abhorrent. At least I’d been… useful. That was all I’d ever been to my mother—a tool for her to use. A blade for her to wield. It was all I’d ever known.

It was already unbearably hot when I stepped into the training ring. I almost went straight back inside, but I couldn’t bear the thought of sitting in silence in our bedroom without Ash.

A guard was posted by the door, so as I strode to the centre of the training ring, I glanced back at her over my shoulder.

“You. Come here.”

Her green eyes widened a touch, but she inclined her head and dutifully walked forward to meet me. “Yes, Prince Lonan?”

I eyed her in silence, a little shocked by the level of formality she displayed towards me in Ash’s absence. When he was around, the seelie were unfailingly polite to me. Deferential. When he wasn’t, they largely ignored me or gave me looks that downright seethed with disgust.

“How are you with a sword?” I asked, unsheathing the one on my hip and inspecting the blade.

There was a pause, before she answered, “Quite good.”

I nodded once, backing up a few steps. “Then you can practise with me today.”

To my surprise, her mouth quirked. All the seelie guards wore gleaming gold helmets, intricately carved with vines and leaves that framed their faces. She tugged hers off to reveal curly dark brown hair, tightly wound into a plait flat against her scalp, and tossed it to the side of the ring before taking the sword from her hip.

“I’ve seen you out here many times,” she commented as we both backed up to get some distance between us. “You’re very skilled.”

“I was my mother’s assassin,” I answered woodenly, tracking my gaze over her frame to take in her stance, which leg she favoured, the grip on her sword hilt. A little too loose, but the set of her strong shoulders was firm. She was broader than me, arms thick with muscle beneath her armour and legs solid trunks that she planted firmly into the dusty ground as she eyed me back.

“Let’s begin.” I flew at her before she could react, and saw her green eyes narrow before she brought her sword up to fend off my blow.

“Did you enjoy it?” she asked, darting to the side to avoid another jab. Asking the question distracted her, allowing me to easily tap her hip with the flat of my sword. We stopped, parting to begin again.

“You leave your right side too unprotected.” I went for her again, and this time she overcompensated as she tried to correct herself, but I eased back as I answered her question. “I enjoyed the control that came with it.”

“We heard stories of you.” Her sword clashed with mine again, and she gritted her teeth as she heaved forward to push me back. I tensed when she succeeded in driving me back a single step. “When she first started sending you out to murder Folk. The young boy, still a child, slaughtering fae with ease.”

I didn’t answer, reassessing my strategy as I fended off a heavy blow. She was stronger than I’d thought, and solid once her feet were firmly on the ground.

She might actually be able to give me a good fight.

For the first time in what felt like weeks, eagerness bled into my movements. Determination to succeed. I appreciated Gillie training with me, but he was sloppy with a sword and didn’t take it seriously. This seelie guard looked determined to beat me.

“Will the king make you his personal assassin?” she asked, breathing a little faster as she fended off a flurry of strikes from my blade.

I blinked at the question. She was being somewhat… informal. Casual. I wasn’t used to it—wasn’t used to someone I barely knew speaking to me as their equal. I wasn’t used to speaking freely with anyone except Ash.

I found that I… liked it.

I should have been wary of speaking to a seelie guard at all, but her eyes weren’t glinting with malice or revulsion. Nor were they gleaming with sly calculation. She was simply asking me questions. Making… conversation.

“No,” I answered, tapping her right side, making her teeth clench, before stepping back.

“How are you finding seelie? It must be strange. I’ve never heard of an unseelie living here. Do you like it?”

I had been preparing to lunge for her again, but the question made me go still. I made sure my mask was in place as I gazed at her in silence, but it was difficult. Difficult not to have someone know how this place made me feel, even though she was a stranger.

She stared back, and after a few seconds, understanding dawned in her eyes, making me look away sharply.

“Again.” I jerked my chin at her sword, hanging limp in her hand. She shook out her shoulders and brought it up.
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“That was far better than any practice I have with the other guards,” she said a couple of hours later, breathing hard, sweat gleaming on her brow when we finally stopped.

My shirt was sticking to me, hair limp and damp down my back from the relentless heat that made the air cloying and stuffy, even though we were shaded from the sun. My mouth was dry from the dust kicked up by our feet, face tight and coated in a thin layer of it.

“You favour your left leg.” I sheathed my sword and pushed back the strands of hair sticking to my temples. “It makes you twist your body in a way that keeps you just off balance.”

She nodded, blowing out a breath and walking to the side to retrieve her helmet.

“Noted. I appreciate the feedback.” She tucked her helmet under her arm and approached, giving me a dry smile as she held out her hand. “I’m Sanya, by the way.”

I stared at her thick, calloused fingers, the skin brown and marred by a few scars, before slowly clasping her hand. When I released it, she cleared her throat and gestured at the palace.

“Shall I fetch us some water?”

I should have told her no, that I could get my own. That the fact I had asked her to practise with me didn’t mean we were now… acquaintances. But the thought of going inside and sitting on my own for hours, possibly days while Ash was gone, chased away some of the easy satisfaction that had settled over me during our practise.

I found myself nodding. “Yes. We both need it.”

She turned, smoothing down the wild strands of her curly hair before shoving her helmet back on. Once she had vanished inside, I let out a slow breath and walked to the benches that edged the training ring. Perching on one, I gripped the seat and stared at the furrows our feet had left in the dust.

I tensed when the door opened, but it was just Sanya returning with two cups of water. She sat down heavily beside me with a sigh, passing me one before gulping down the contents of the other.

“Would’ve got us something stronger, but I’m on duty for another few hours.” She chuckled, wiping her mouth as I took a slow sip of water.

I wasn’t sure what kind of response she was expecting, so I turned the conversation back to what I knew. What I understood. What felt familiar to me.

“If you adjusted the grip of your thumb on the hilt, your blade would be steadier.” I nodded at the sword on her hip. “Your sword felt heavy. You have a strong back, but you either need a lighter blade or you need to better compensate for the weight.”

She looked down at the sword, then chuckled. “Noted again.” Eyes turning shrewd, she glanced over at me. “I’m not sure your mother would appreciate you sharing sword-fighting tips with the enemy.”

My mouth pinched, so I raised my cup to hide it by having another sip of water.

“Do you plan on going back?” she asked. I tensed at the question. “Back to unseelie?”

“Yes.”

“King Ash said… We are all under the impression that you are to stay with him here. That you live here.”

“I do.”

For now.


Chapter Six

Lonan

“Slow down, lad.” Gillie chuckled, but his dark brows twitched with a frown as he watched me drain my wine glass. “Ash won’t be best pleased with me if I let you get uproariously drunk while he’s gone. He’d want to be here to see it, no doubt.”

“I’ve eaten plenty,” I mumbled between stuffing more chocolate cake into my mouth.

It was rich and dark, but it was sweet enough. My stomach was too full from our dinner of salmon, new potatoes and green beans, so I wasn’t yet feeling the effects of the wine I’d drunk. I wasn’t sure how many glasses I’d had. The server just came and refilled it each time it was empty, and I hadn’t been paying attention.

“Manage to get in some sword practice today, lad?” Gillie asked easily, sipping from his tankard of ale and eyeing me over the rim.

I almost snorted. Manage to get in some sword practice. As if I may not have had a chance to pack it into my busy schedule.

“Yes.” I scraped the last few crumbs of cake off my plate as the server reappeared to fill my glass. “Practised with a guard.”

“Well, hopefully they gave you a better fight than I usually do.” Gillie chuckled.

“She was alright.” I gulped down more wine and blurted, “Better than you,” before I could stop the words from leaving me. Maybe the wine was affecting me more than I’d thought.

I tensed, expecting Gillie’s silver eyes to snap with anger from across the table, but he just gave an easy laugh. “Don’t doubt it, lad. Nua’s the more vicious one of us when he gets riled up enough. That hot seelie blood in his veins.”

Just like Ash. Ash had a hot temper. He’d always been quick to anger, but it faded just as fast. Before I’d even properly met him, I’d witnessed instances of it in his childhood. When he’d stamp outside to sulk after his father had told him no to something. When a friend wouldn’t play fair in the garden. The time he fell off his bicycle and snapped something in it, he limped home dragging it behind him with hot, angry tears streaming down his cheeks.

Sometimes he’d noticed me—the black cat winding between the fence posts, the blackbird peering down from a branch, the dragonfly or bumblebee hovering too close to his face—but most of the time he hadn’t. Most of the time, he’d been too busy with his new friend Nua, and then all the other Folk who’d started visiting him, to notice the lonely creature that watched him obsessively.

Because I had been obsessed with him. I’d yearned for him, even when I’d been too young to understand what I was yearning for. At first, it had largely been envy that had driven me to go and watch him. He’d been the opposite of me—always laughing and smiling, drawing others to him with his bright smiles and infectious laugh. He’d had friends. Parents who loved him.

He’d been happy.

As we got older, the envy had turned into something else. Something sharper and more intense. I’d noticed the curve of his mouth when he smiled. How bright his eyes shone in the sunlight. How soft his curly hair looked.

I’d noticed the way his body had changed, grown, just as mine was doing. His limbs becoming long and lanky, awkward until he grew into them. His voice deepening, his face losing its softness and becoming so beautiful that I had spent hours just staring at him in my hidden forms.

At first, I had wanted to be him. I had wanted to trade places, to experience happiness, to know what it was like to have parents who loved me. To have friends. To be liked and wanted by those around me.

Then I had simply wanted him.

Longing tightened my chest so much it ached. I missed him. It made me feel foolish—he’d been gone only hours—but it felt like I’d had hardly any time with him at all before we’d been ripped apart by his vow to forget me. Only a few months of being able to sleep beside him, to feel his body against mine, his mouth on me. To breathe him in and finally, finally be within his orbit. To finally be able to soak up his attention, his affection and love. To feel it focused on me.

It hadn’t been long enough. It would never be long enough.

“Well, that was a lovely meal.”

I jolted at the sound of Gillie’s voice, realising I’d drained my glass again and was staring at it. Looking up, I saw him tip back his tankard to finish off the last of his ale before he lowered it with a sated sigh.

“Appreciate you joining me, lad.” He grinned at me, standing up from the table and giving the server a nod.

“Wait.” I shot up out of my seat, my chair scraping back across the stone floor. Heat crept into my cheeks, so I looked down quickly and fiddled with my glass. “I… One more drink?”

I didn’t want to be on my own. I didn’t want to go back to our bedroom without Ash and sit there in silence.

Gillie had gone still, and his silver eyes were too piercing as he stared at me across the table. I cleared my throat and forced myself to lift my chin, fixing a bored expression onto my face as if I didn’t care one way or another.

“Alright, lad.” He smiled at me and sat back down. “Sounds nice.”

The server rushed forward to pour me more wine and refill Gillie’s tankard. My head had begun to swim from standing up so suddenly, so I thumped unsteadily back into my seat and reached for my glass.

“I’m sure they won’t be long.” Gillie was still watching me from across the table. “It doesn’t take all that long to cross over.”

“I know,” I mumbled, blinking hard when the single wine glass in front of me momentarily became two.

“They’ll probably be back tomorrow,” he said cheerfully. “But we’ll both be bored tonight without our seelie men. I could teach you a card game so we pass the time?”

I nodded, sloppily gesturing the server over. “Yes, let’s do that.”

Gillie watched the fae pour more sparkling wine into my glass before hesitantly saying, “You’ll need to keep your wits about you if you want to win, though.”

“I’ll manage.” I lifted my head to blink blearily at the server, squinting my eyes to try and see her better. “Can you bring us some cards?”

“Of course,” she said quickly, backing away from the table and vanishing out of the room.

“Lonan,” Gillie began hesitantly once we were alone. “You really should slow down.”

“I’m not a child.” My voice sounded slurred, but I tried my best to shoot him an imperious look, even as his familiar face grew blurry and distorted.

“I know you’re not,” he said steadily. “And you know I love a drink. Or two. But you’re going to feel like dirt in the morning if you keep this up.”

“Not like I have any pressing appointments,” I muttered as the server reappeared with a small rectangular wooden box, which she set in front of Gillie before gathering the last of our plates from the table.

He sighed, opening the lid and pulling out a pack of cards. “An easy game tonight, I think, seeing as we’ve both… had a few. I’ll come and join you down that end.”

He stood and made his way to the empty seat beside me, the one I usually occupied when Ash was at the head of the table. Setting the deck face down on the table, he split it in half.

“Ever played cards, lad?”

“No.”

I’d watched my brothers gamble when I was young, before I’d started spending most of my time trying to avoid them. It had always gotten heated and vicious, nasty bets being made and taunts and jabs thrown across the table.

After the time when I was six and they’d made a bet over who would get to throw me into the half-frozen lake near the palace, I’d stopped going to watch them play.

“We’ll play a simple matching game.” Gillie smiled at me and nodded at the half deck he’d set in front of me. “We’ll take turns placing a card face up in the middle, and when there’s a match, try and snatch the pile up before I can. The one who ends up with the whole deck wins.”

That sounded simple enough, though it still took me a moment or two to process his words. I nodded, which made my head swim again, and carefully scooped up the cards in front of me.

“Why don’t we make it interesting?” Gillie asked, his voice carefully light as he neatly stacked his own cards in front of him. “Play for truths.”

I stiffened, narrowing my bleary eyes at him. “You’re trying to trick me.”

“No, lad,” Gillie said calmly. “No deep, dark secrets or awful truths. Just simple ones. I’d like to get to know you better, and you’re not an easy man to know.”

I pursed my numb lips, gazing down at the cards in my hand. I was definitely feeling the wine, but I was confident I would still be quicker than Gillie. I was quicker than most people.

“Alright. How do we play for truths?”

“If you get a match, you can ask a question.”

I nodded, staring intently as Gillie placed the first card between us. The picture on it was blurry, but I could make out a queenly figure draped in long, flowing robes, with gossamer wings glimmering in early morning light. An old seelie queen.

“Now you.” Gillie nodded at the stack in my hands, so I turned a card over and placed it on top of his.

This one was of a handsome king lounging beneath an oak, several smaller fae surrounding him to plait daisies into his long brown hair. The next was another queen, flushed with good health, her brown skin painted with gold across her eyes and down the slope of her nose, following the curve of her shoulders.

I was paying more attention to the detailed drawings on the cards than actually keeping an eye out for a match, so when one finally came, Gillie snatched the pile up before I’d even realised. He chuckled, stacking the cards up and adding them to his pile.

I huffed, reaching for my wine glass. “Ask your question, then.”

“Are you anxious here without Ash, Lonan?” Gillie kept his voice low, and he wasn’t looking at me when I snapped my head up to stare at him.

Licking my numb lips, I rasped, “Not anxious. Just… ill at ease.”

He nodded, shooting me a tiny smile. “I understand. You go first this time.”

The second time a match appeared, I made a concerted effort to snatch up the pile of cards between us. But Gillie got there first again, which made me huff in irritation.

“Are you happy here, Lonan?”

The question threw me off guard. Was that the second time someone had asked me that today? I couldn’t really remember my conversation with Sanya earlier, but it felt familiar.

And the horrible tightening in my chest felt familiar too.

I was silent for too long, my muddled brain trying to think of a way to get around the question with a non-truth. If I told the truth, Gillie would tell Nua. And Nua would tell Ash.

I couldn’t bear the thought of Ash thinking I was unhappy with him. Thinking I was so weak that only a few weeks on seelie land was affecting me this badly.

Gillie sighed, reaching over to pat my arm, making me flinch. “You don’t have to answer, lad.”

“I feel wrong,” I heard myself blurting, fingers tightening around the cards in my hand, threatening to fold them in half. “It’s too hot. Everything is too… It’s cluttered and overcrowded and the food is… is—”

“I understand,” he said calmly, keeping his hand on my arm. “You must tell Ash.”

“No.” I shook my head, horrified, my vision wavering as my head spun. “I—He’s trying so hard to settle into his role. He doesn’t need any added worry—”

“You are more important to him than being king.”

“It’s not just that,” I burst out, breathing hard now, unable to look at the fae next to me but also unable to stop speaking now I’d started. “The urge to shift is… It feels like insects crawling under my skin, trying to wriggle their way out. But I’m… I’m scared. Of what will happen to my leg.”

Gillie’s fingers tightened before he released my arm to sit back.

“Oh, Lonan.” He reached up to scrub a hand over his face. “I’m sorry. I should’ve thought of that.”

I licked my lips, breath shuddering out of me. “Do you know? Do you know what… will happen if I shift?”

“No,” he croaked. “I’m sorry. I… I could read up on it more. On the properties of the ingredients I used for the brew. But—” He made a frustrated sound. “My notebooks are back at the sidhe. I could try and find something in the library—”

“Let’s go to the sidhe,” I blurted, trying to stand up and promptly wobbling back into my chair. “We can go and get Ash’s things at the same time. Have them here for him when he gets back.”

Gillie’s eyes flashed with alarm. “No, lad. We can’t—You shouldn’t leave seelie land.”

“I’ll be fine. I have handled my mother my whole life.”

“It’s different now, Lonan,” Gillie said quietly. “You know it is.”

I made a noncommittal noise, trying not to think on his words too deeply. I was no longer useful to my mother, therefore she had no reason to keep me alive. To not kill me herself.

Pain stabbed through my chest. That weak, childish longing that had never truly gone away. That desire to be loved. To feel safe.

“Ash really would throw me in the dungeon if I let you leave seelie,” Gillie said grimly. “Please, lad, promise me you won’t try and go to the sidhe.”

I snorted at that, which made Gillie huff.

“Alright, not a promise, but your word. Give me your word you won’t. If something happened to you…”

I could hear the dread in his voice. Even though leaving right this second for Gillie and Nua’s sidhe seemed like the best idea to me, I let out a long sigh and slumped forward, resting my cheek in my hand.

“Fine. We won’t go.”

Gillie exhaled in relief, fiddling with the cards in his hand. “I promise you, Lonan, I will find out more about the brew’s properties. We’ll figure this out.”

I nodded unsteadily. “Alright.”

“Have you… not tried shifting at all?”

“No.” My stomach roiled. “If the leg vanishes… If the wound reopens—”

“We’ll figure it out,” he repeated calmly, but it didn’t make me feel any better.


Chapter Seven

Lonan

I finally let Gillie go to bed a short while later, no longer wanting his company. No longer wanting anyone’s company, even though I still felt miserable at the thought of going back to Ash’s and my room alone.

After Gillie had left the dining room, I rose unsteadily from my seat and made a beeline for the door that led to the kitchen, stumbling through it and blinking slowly as I looked around. All the kitchen staff had frozen at the sight of me. The air was steamy in here, far too hot, and the scent of fish from our dinner lingered, making me wrinkle my nose.

I cleared my throat, lifting my chin and trying to hide how drunk I was. “A bottle of wine.”

No one moved at first, until a familiar figure jumped up from the big, sagging wooden table in the corner of the room.

Jora smoothed down her dress, eyes anxious as she hurried to a small wooden door. “Of course, Prince Lonan.”

She vanished and the room lapsed back into silence. No one had moved, all of them eyeing me with fear or hesitation or outright disgust. I refused to react to any of them, managing to keep my blank mask in place as I tracked my gaze over each and every seelie fae. When I casually rested my hand on the sword hilt at my hip, a few of them twitched and shuffled back.

Jora reappeared, pink in the face and clutching a bottle of red wine. “I’ll just uncork it and find you a clean glass—”

“This is fine.” I flicked my fingers towards the bottle, keeping my hand outstretched so she could pass it over.

Her eyes darted over my face, teeth worrying her lower lip. “Shall I escort you to your private quarters, Prince Lonan?”

“No. I appreciate the wine.”

Taking a deep breath to try and clear my head, I turned and walked as steadily as possible back out of the kitchen. The moment the door swung shut behind me, a torrent of muffled, hissed whispers sounded from behind it.

Pulling the cork out with my teeth, I took a lazy swig as I wandered towards the doors that led to the front hall. The corners of my numb mouth tipped up when I realised Jora had given me one of the sweeter wines, but my lips and tongue and teeth were already stained with the stuff, so I didn’t taste it all that much as I gulped it down.

The eyes of the two guards posted by the front doors darted to me and away again just as fast when I stumbled out of the dining room. The idea of getting so drunk that I passed out in our bed had seemed wonderful at first, but suddenly, as I eyed the swords gleaming at the guards’ hips—as I remembered that I was all alone here, a single misplaced unseelie—it didn’t seem all that smart anymore.

Lowering the bottle, I cleared my throat and took a careful step forward. Then another. I was trying my best to walk in a straight line, but found that I kept veering off course. The only other time I had been drunk was with Ash, at our Yule celebration in his old cottage. I hadn’t had to do much walking then—we’d only stumbled from the living room to the bed after fucking in front of the fire.

And I remembered him getting up in the night to fetch me some water, making me drink it all, telling me I would still probably feel unwell in the morning but that it would help. He’d chuckled when I’d drunkenly pawed at his neck and chest, my words slurred as I’d told him I wanted to fuck again, even though my body had been far less willing than my brain by that point. Ash had given me a firm kiss and pulled the covers up over me, smoothing my hair back until I’d passed out.

Well, Ash wasn’t here to do any of that this time. Ash had left with his brother to visit his parents’ old cottage, not wanting me to go with him. So I was all alone here, and now I was drunk, surrounded by armed seelie guards who hated me for what I was. Just like everyone else.

I didn’t want to be in this stuffy, crowded palace anymore. What I wanted more than anything was to shift into something small and quick, something that would let me go and hide, be alone and away from everything and everyone else.

But I couldn’t do that. If my branch leg vanished when I shifted, if the wound reopened as I turned into an animal, I would be stuck. Too injured to shift back. And then what?

Ash had managed to make me shift back before—after the Carlin had torn my leg off with her teeth. His voice had broken through the disjointed thoughts, the shock and fear and pain, to force my body back to him.

But again, Ash wasn’t here.

I strode towards the front doors, clutching the bottle of wine in my fist. The guards hesitated before reluctantly moving forward to open them for me. But one of them didn’t return to their post, instead following me outside as the huge doors eased shut behind us.

I tensed, hand whipping down for my blade, my fingers missing the hilt at first until I fumbled with it. I spun around unsteadily, but before I could unsheathe it, a familiar voice spoke.

“Prince Lonan.” The tone was easy, relaxed, and I blinked when I realised it was the guard from earlier. The one I’d practised with. “Going for a walk?”

I kept my hand on my blade, straightening up and eyeing her blankly. “Yes.”

“Perhaps you’d like some company.”

“No. I wouldn’t.”

Sanya chuckled and inclined her head. “I think it might be wise if I accompanied you.”

I sniffed, turning back to make my way towards the living steps. “And why is that.”

“You’re drunk,” she said flatly.

“No I’m n—” The words got stuck in my throat, which made my already hot face grow warmer. “I don’t need an escort. I can manage,” I muttered instead.

Another mildly infuriating chuckle. “True, but I think I’ll accompany you anyway. It’s a nice night for a walk.”

I could hear her descending the steps behind me, and I whirled around to glare at her, stumbling before I righted my footing.

“What is your game? Whatever you and the other guards may be planning, it won’t work,” I snarled. “I might not be my mother’s assassin anymore, but that does not mean I won’t kill anyone who tries to touch me or trick me.”

Sanya stopped, eyeing me calmly. “I’m not trying to trick you. The guards have no plan against you, Prince Lonan.”

“Then why won’t you leave me alone?” I snapped, even though now she was here… I wasn’t sure whether I really did want to be alone.

Her thick shoulders rose in a tiny shrug. “I just thought you might like some company.”

“I don’t trust you,” I bit out.

“That’s fine,” she replied calmly. “I don’t trust people easily either.”

I stared at her, nostrils flaring as I breathed hard. I could already tell I wasn’t going to be able to get rid of her—she seemed infuriatingly stubborn, just like Ash. She gazed back patiently, wide shoulders relaxed beneath her armour.

“If you try anything at all, I’ll cut your fucking head off before you can blink.” The words weren’t quite as threatening as I’d hoped, coming out slurred and blended together.

Sanya inclined her head in a graceful nod. “I don’t doubt it, Prince Lonan.”

Huffing in disgust, I turned and carried on stumbling down the living steps, bringing the bottle up to my mouth to take a deep gulp. Sanya followed me in silence, and neither of us said a word as we left the palace behind, as we walked through lush fields and flowering meadows, following the rushing river that glittered in the moonlight.

When the forest edge loomed up ahead, she cleared her throat and finally spoke, her voice guarded.

“I—King Ash gave the impression that it would not be wise for you to leave seelie—”

“I’m not leaving,” I interrupted dully. “I won’t go into the forest.”

I just wanted to be near it. As close to unseelie as I could get. The air was already cooler here, making my shoulders slump with relief as I breathed it in. Mist crept from the treeline, like smoky fingers reaching for me, tempting me to follow them back in.

I came to a stop by the forest edge, thumping down onto the grass and bringing the bottle to my lips. I could sense Sanya hovering behind me as I gulped down wine, staring into the forest as if I’d somehow be able to see unseelie land all the way on its other side.

Eventually, she crouched down beside me. “You miss it?”

I grunted in answer, draining the bottle and letting it slip from my loose fingers to roll away across the grass. Sanya picked it up and set it neatly down, shifting to sit on her backside with one arm draped over a raised knee.

“I know I’d miss seelie, if I had to leave it,” she said quietly, seeming determined to continue this conversation despite my refusal to participate. “I can’t imagine living in a place that feels so… instinctively wrong.”

It does, I wanted to say, my throat closing up. It feels wrong. I feel wrong here. I don’t know how much longer I can stand it.

I stayed silent, staring into the forest. Eyes peered back—tiny yellow ones, big bulbous white ones—creatures and solitary Folk free to do whatever they wanted, live the way they wanted to live, away from court politics and bloodthirsty monarchs.

My heavy eyelids slipped shut, and I pictured myself soaring over the canopy as a bird. Or bounding between the trees as a wolf or stag or fox. The only times in my life I had ever felt truly free had been when I wasn’t even myself.

The thought was utterly depressing.

“Prince Lonan…”

My eyes popped open at the sound of Sanya’s voice, shoulders hiking up with tension. I’d forgotten she was there.

“I know it won’t mean much coming from a seelie, but… if you need to talk—”

“I don’t.” I barely managed to get the words out, my throat burning. I shot her a sharp glare. “Why are you offering? What’s your game?”

She sighed, shaking her head. “No game. No tricks. Not everyone is always trying to trick you, Prince Lonan.”

“You’re still seelie.” I pulled my knees up to my chest, wrapping my arms around them, keeping my eyes fixed on the forest even as the trees wavered and blurred. “You should hate me.”

“Well, I don’t,” she said bluntly. “Like I told you earlier, I remember when the rumours started about the Carlin’s youngest son being sent out to slaughter Folk. You were just a child. It was cruel.”

My mouth twisted, nostrils flaring as I tried to contain my emotions. Anger at her for even bringing it up. Bitterness at what I had been twisted into. Grief over how little my mother cared outside of what I could do for her. How I could benefit her.

“I was good at it,” I rasped.

“Yes, and I dread to wonder how a mere boy became so good at murder.”

“You don’t need to wonder, because it’s none of your fucking business,” I snarled, shooting her a glare.

I looked away again quickly when I saw the pity in her eyes. Pity. Was that what everyone felt towards me? Pity?

“Fuck off,” I snapped, shoulders hunching over. “Leave me alone. Go back to the palace.”

“I’m happy to stay here,” Sanya said calmly.

“You think because I let you practise sword fighting with me for one afternoon that we are suddenly friends? Stop bothering me. Just leave me alone.”

She sighed, picking up the bottle as she rose to her feet. “You’ll be alright finding your way back?”

“Of course I will,” I snapped, the anger chasing away some of the wine’s effects.

“Alright.” She hesitated, hovering just behind me. “Good night, Prince Lonan.”

I didn’t answer, ignoring her as I rested my chin on my knees and stared into the forest. I listened to her retreating footsteps until silence descended, broken only by the gentle rustling of the trees. An animal screamed in the forest, something skittering through the leaves.

The heat of seelie seemed to press against my back, making me hunch my spine and clutch my legs harder. The air smelled all wrong here. Too sweet, like rot, and warm like steam, even at night when it was cooler.

“How sad.”

I went still as that familiar, oily voice rasped out from between the trees in front of me. A second later, Balor’s wide, grinning mouth appeared in the darkness, his gleaming cobalt eyes reflecting the moonlight that managed to pierce the canopy above him.


Chapter Eight

Lonan

“The seelie pigs all pity you.” Balor tutted, lounging back against a tree just beyond seelie land. “How far you’ve fallen, Lonan. You’re an embarrassment to our family.”

I clenched my teeth as they grew sharp and cut into my gums, blood mingling with the red wine already staining my tongue. “So this is how you spend your time now? Skulking in the forest on the edge of seelie, waiting to catch glimpses of me?”

“Couldn’t I have simply been enjoying a walk?” he asked demurely—a fae answer. “I heard you speaking to that guard. I’d recognise your voice anywhere, Lonan, so I decided to come and say hello.”

I shuddered, looking away from his eyes, hard and bright like jewels.

“Don’t you want to come home yet, little brother?” Balor purred, easing as close to the treeline as he could. “I might be able to convince Mother not to slaughter you on sight.”

I stayed silent, but for some reason I didn’t get up and walk off where he couldn’t follow me. The sight of him still sent revulsion shuddering through me, but… he was the only other unseelie I’d seen for weeks. I couldn’t bring myself to move. I could feel the cold coming off him. The sight of his pale skin and hair and sombre clothes made me feel… safe. Almost comforted.

“Do you feel like you’re dying yet, Lonan?” Balor murmured, sinking down to his haunches—with a wince, I noticed. It sent sharp satisfaction stabbing through me as I remembered what Ash had done to him. Hopefully it had maimed him permanently.

“I remember how hot and stuffy that palace is,” he continued when I said nothing. “How cluttered and crowded. Seelie pigs scuttling around like insects, so many of them. I can smell their stink from here.”

So could I. Too warm and earthy and rich. I missed the sharp bite of the cold stinging my nostrils. I missed cool wind blowing my hair back from my face, tingling my cheeks.

“And your seelie dog. Now a king,” Balor sneered. My gaze shot to him, fury sparking in my chest.

“Don’t even speak of him,” I snarled, then forced myself to calm, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of seeing me angry. Taking a slow breath, I painted a smirk on my face. “You have enough to remember him by. Hopefully he caused permanent damage.”

Balor’s teeth flashed white and sharp in the dark. “Come into the forest and I will prove to you that he didn’t, brother.”

Revulsion twisted my mouth, made me look away from him sharply as I shuddered. “You sicken me.”

“I sicken you?” Balor snarled, pointing a sharp finger towards the seelie palace in the distance. “You are the one fucking a seelie dog every night, and now you are nothing but his little pet. How utterly humiliating. The pet of a mongrel.”

“Shut up,” I seethed. “Keep speaking of him that way and I will finish what he started. I’ll cut you in half.”

“Mm, and you can now, can’t you, now that you have your name? Now that you are no longer under Mother’s thumb.” He smirked at me. “Just as I have been able to since the moment you were born. I’ve had my name for many years, Lonan. Every time I pinned you up against a wall by your neck, every time I pushed you down the stairs, every time I locked you outside in the snow at night, your fragile little life truly was in my hands. Don’t you wonder why I never actually killed you?”

“Because she would have realised,” I said tightly. “She would have found out that you had visited Ogma.”

“No, that wasn’t why.” His tone was languid, carefree. “It was because you will be an asset to me when I become king.”

I went very still, watching him. Slowly, I leaned back on my hands. “So sure it will be you?”

He snorted in derision, a pale brow lifting. “As if it could be anyone else. Bres is a drunken fool, and now he is utterly useless. Cethlen doesn’t care enough. And you.” He smiled, slow and sharp. “You are just our trained dog. Nothing more.”

I lifted my chin. “She can’t force me to do anything anymore.”

Balor’s hearty laugh made my blood run cold.

“She doesn’t need your name to force you, Lonan.” He grinned at me, wide and sly and triumphant. “You’re too young and naïve to even realise how conditioned you are. You have been trained to obey.”

My lips pressed hard together, nostrils flaring. I wanted to deny it. I wanted to tell him he was wrong.

I was just terrified that I wouldn’t be able to get the words out.

Balor leaned forward, his tight white braid slipping over his shoulder. Voice low, he murmured, “You miss it, don’t you? The fear you instilled in the Folk. The semblance of control you had.”

Again, I couldn’t find the courage to open my mouth and say no. Or perhaps I already knew that I wouldn’t be able to utter the word.

Sitting back, Balor straightened his spine and brushed dirt off his trousers. “I can give you back that sense of purpose you are so sorely lacking here. I can wipe away the shame of what you have done.”

“I don’t want anything from you,” I gritted out.

“When I become king, you will be my right hand. My blade. You’ll still be my consort, but I can give you back the respect you’ve lost from the Folk. I can make you something to be feared again.”

“The thought of being anywhere near you makes me want to vomit.”

“Yet you’re not leaving.” Balor gave me a sly smile, but it dropped from his narrow face as his eyes grew intense. “Mother is weak. She has been weakening for a while, but it’s getting worse now, ever since your seelie dog took his crown.”

That news thudded into the pit of my stomach, and I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about it. Mother was growing weak? What did that mean? Was she going to die soon, even if I ended up staying here on seelie land and doing nothing?

Was Mother dying?

I wanted to ask, but I refused to give Balor the satisfaction. I refused to show him anything, so I kept my face blank, my expression empty as I watched him.

“The unseelie need a new ruler,” he said when I didn’t speak. “A stronger ruler.”

“And that’s you, is it?” I said flatly.

“It can be,” he rasped. “Your dog found a way to kill the Brid. Together, we could find a way to kill her.”

I already have a way. I had the Carlin’s name. I had the power to bring her under my control. I could order her to slit her own throat. I could force her to tell me the failsafe method to destroy an unseelie ruler. I could make her do anything.

But I was weak. Because as much as I knew that she deserved to die, as cruel and terrible and distant as she’d been for my whole life… she was my mother. Something small and pathetic inside me cowered at the thought of taking her life.

I knew it had to be done. To take my crown, to keep Ash truly safe, to allow me to ever leave seelie without the threat of her trying to kill me always lingering. But I wasn’t ready. As much as being stuck here was affecting me, I wasn’t ready to face what was ahead.

“Think it over,” Balor said with a smirk. “I’m sure I’ll be enjoying many more walks in the forest if you ever fancy another meeting. Or”—his voice dropped, deepened—“you could come into the forest right now, and we could talk without this barrier between us.”

I didn’t bother to answer, didn’t bother to even look at him as I stared blankly at the grass.

“Tell me something, Lonan.” Balor carefully eased himself onto his backside, leaning against a thick tree trunk. “How is that cobbled-together leg treating you? I noticed the ugly wooden foot during our last clandestine meeting in the dark. Just like the seelie dog’s arm. Did he make it for you? How sweet.”

I gritted my teeth. “I’m as fast and surefooted as I have always been.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that you are.” He gave me a slow smile. “You’ve always been a scrappy little thing. No matter how badly we beat you and tormented you, no matter how often Mother shredded your back into ribbons, you would always drag your broken little body back up and continue on. That kind of tenacity is hard won, Lonan. You should be thanking us for shaping you into the man you are.”

“Thanking you?” I exploded before I could stop myself, and Balor’s mouth stretched into a wider grin, his eyes gleaming with hunger at the sight of my anger.

“Don’t let all those years of training go to waste,” he purred. “Don’t let yourself rot away to nothing here, becoming soft and lazy and degrading yourself as the seelie king’s pampered pet. Join me, and I will make you into something great.”

“I’d rather slit my own throat than join you,” I snarled.

“Mm. We’ll see.”

I finally stumbled to my feet, my head spinning as the wine hit me again. “Don’t come back here.”

“Oh, I’ll be coming back,” he murmured, cobalt eyes drifting down my frame in a way that made me feel sick. “And so will you. You won’t be able to stay away.”

“I don’t want to see you. I don’t want anything to do with you.”

“You will once you’ve thought my offer over.”

I snorted. “You want me to help you steal the crown from our mother? So worried you aren’t strong enough to do it alone?”

He bared his teeth at me. “I could do it alone if I wanted to. I was merely being a good brother, Lonan. Offering you the chance to atone for your wrongdoings. Offering you something better than what you have been left with here.”

“I don’t want anything from you,” I said flatly. “If your plan is to kill her, I will watch from here, and I will rejoice when you fail.”

Balor scrambled to his feet, chest heaving.

“When I am king,” he began, voice seething with rage, “I will come for your seelie dog, Lonan. He found a way to kill the Brid, which means I can find a way to kill him. Enjoy your last perverted moments with him, warming his bed. Soon you’ll be warming mine.”

The threat to Ash’s life had me drawing my blade, my fingers infuriatingly numb and fumbling thanks to the wine. But before I could take even a step closer, Balor had melted into the darkness, vanishing among the trees.

I stared after him, impotent fury making me shake. I could go into the forest—I wasn’t physically trapped here the way Ash had been on unseelie. I could go after him and kill him right now.

But I was drunk, and Balor wasn’t a fool. I didn’t know if he’d come here with a plan. He could have poison on him to incapacitate me, to drag me back to unseelie. He could have a whole retinue of guards just waiting in the forest. Waiting for me to step foot outside of seelie land.

I couldn’t bear the thought of Ash returning to find me gone, with no word, no notice. Just gone. That was what made me take a step back, not forward. Away from the forest.

After an entire lifetime under my mother’s control, I was finally free of her. I finally had my name and was no longer living in her palace, under her rule.

Yet I was still trapped.


Chapter Nine

Ash

“You remember what I told you?” Nua’s soft voice was quiet in the still morning, gloomy dawn permeating the forest and turning everything a hazy violet. “About holding your glamour?”

I nodded as we walked between the trees, pulling my cloak tighter around my shoulders to ward off the chill. Cool mist swirled around my boots, making the leather feel damp and cold.

Nua had told me about the glamour Folk could hold in the presence of mortals, making us visible and human-looking. My dad and Mags had never seen any of the Folk who’d visited me as a child. Most mortals couldn’t see us, but some could. Nua said there were some mortals who had the Sight—those people who, for some reason, could see through the glamour anyway—so he wanted me to be prepared just in case.

We’d slept in a tree, taking turns to keep watch for any of the Carlin’s guards. We hadn’t seen any, but during the night, a pack of puca had skittered through the leaves beneath us, chattering to each other. Something big and hairy, walking on all fours, had padded between the trees a short distance away, its eyes glowing luminous green in the dark as it had looked up at me briefly, going still before continuing on its way.

Now, the forest was silent. The air felt thinner here, and the mist got thicker as we reached a wide natural pathway between the trees, their canopies arching over us and blocking out the sky to form a living hallway of sorts. Up ahead, I couldn’t see anything at all, the mist curling all the way to the upper branches and blocking out the path ahead.

“Is this where the unseelie brought me through?” I asked quietly, trying to remember that morning. Waking up in the cart, staring at the canopy above me, feeling old wheels bumping over uneven ground, my eyes still tight and bleary from crying for weeks.

“No, they have a separate path closer to their land.” Nua’s cloaked arm brushed mine as we walked, warm and comforting. “This is the path I used to take to visit you. It’s more hidden. Less well-used.”

“More hidden?” I looked over at him incredulously. “It’s huge.”

Nua chuckled, but cut himself off as he glanced around warily. He was tense. “But it’s still hard to find if you don’t know where to look. Folk can walk right past it and not realise it’s here. The forest has a way of shielding what it wants to.”

I shook my head, not bothering to answer because I still didn’t really understand how the forest worked. How it let you get from one place to another so quickly sometimes, whereas at others it felt like you had to walk for miles. How it was supposedly teeming with life, with solitary Folk, but I’d hardly seen any in the months I’d lived out here.

As if conjured by the thought, something low and smoky wound lazily between the trees to our left. I went tense, but Nua glanced over and didn’t react. As my muscles gradually unclenched, I looked over at the thing as it kept pace beside us.

It was small and wispy, and looked almost like a ball of smoke contained within a bubble. Swirls of grey and black marbled together, shifting continuously, a thin trail dissolving away to nothing behind it as it moved.

“What is it?” I whispered.

“A messenger for the Higher Spirits. It will follow us through and wait for us to make sure we come back.”

I glanced back over at it in alarm. “What… what will it do if we don’t come back?”

“It will tell the Higher Spirits.” Nua gave me a reassuring smile. “It’s to stop the Folk spilling out too much into the mortal world and trying to stay among the mortals. Nothing sinister, unless we try to stay on the other side. Then they would come for us.”

“What are the Higher Spirits?” I asked reluctantly, not sure I wanted to know.

“You’ve met some. Ogma is one. Fioda is another. They’re not just fae, they’re something other. Stronger and older. The oldest.”

I stared at him? “Fioda? But… she’s not a spirit.”

“They have physical forms they take. Like Gadleg, the mighty serpent. That’s the form she chooses to take to guard the Isle of Hybra.”

“What other ones are there?”

“Many. Fioda is the ruler of seelie land. Her counterpart, Sloga, is the same for unseelie.”

“I thought… I thought I was the ruler of seelie land.” I felt my cheeks get hot, aware of how petulant the question could come across.

“The monarchs are more like… servants to the lands. They guide the seasons. They protect the Folk under their rule. Fioda and Sloga are the very essence of those lands. Without them, the rulers wouldn’t have much power.”

“So my—The power comes from Fioda?”

“It’s linked to her, yes.” Nua’s big green eyes slid over to me. “The Higher Spirits are like the embodiments of fae life, each of them with a task that they will carry out for eternity. Ogma, with her book of names. Gadleg, keeping vigil over Hybra. Fioda and Sloga keeping watch over seelie and unseelie lands.”

“What about the forest?” I asked. “Is there a Higher Spirit that looks after that?”

“Yes. Not many Folk get to meet them. They don’t show themselves often.” Nua nudged my arm and pointed at something ahead of us. “Do you see it?”

I peered into the distance, trying to spot anything through the thick fog that swirled with faint pinks and greens and purples. It moved constantly, a wall of it rising up and twisting through the trees, like something was disturbing it.

But beyond it, I thought I could see glimpses of… something. Honestly, it just looked like more forest to me, only hazy and muted. I side-eyed Nua.

“I can only see the forest.”

“The other forest. The other side.” Nua nodded at the mist. “That’s the mortal world.”

My steps stuttered, but I kept moving forward. Suddenly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back. To see everything I’d lost. It was easier to keep the grief at bay when I was here, so far away from it all. In a world nothing like the one I’d been snatched from. In a new life without my parents, my friends. Without cars and TV and junk food and the internet.

I wasn’t part of that world anymore. I’d been ripped from it, changed into something new, something I was still struggling to fully understand. Sometimes… sometimes my emotions flared so hot and sharp that it scared me. The murderous rage I’d felt for months over the Carlin and her sons, the rage that still lingered. The cold, calm fury that had allowed me to kill all her guards. To kill my own birth mother.

The overwhelming, almost obsessive love I felt for Lonan. The all-encompassing determination to keep him safe at all costs.

I felt everything so much more keenly now. So much so that it was hard to handle sometimes. I’d always had a hot temper, but now it ignited so quickly and readily that I struggled to bring it back under control. I’d always loved sex, but now I felt wild when I had Lonan beneath me or on top of me, like I would never get enough of him, like I didn’t ever want to stop.

It had gotten worse since I’d become king. Sometimes, my skin crawled like there was something beneath it trying to get out. Something as hot as fire, alive and eager to make itself known. A new muscle aching to stretch and grow strong.

I knew instinctively that it was the power I’d sapped from the Brid as she died. The power that had been strong enough to literally bring me back to life. It almost felt like another being inside me, wanting to take over, to possess me completely and rule over everyone else.

I hadn’t told anyone. Not even Lonan. I may not have anticipated becoming king, but I was king. I couldn’t let anyone see how much it scared me. I couldn’t let anyone know how little control I’d managed to grasp over the power now living inside me.

I couldn’t bear the thought of Nua thinking I was too young and childish to be king. I couldn’t bear the thought of the seelie thinking I was weak and incapable. And I especially couldn’t bear the thought of Lonan thinking I wasn’t strong enough to keep him safe, to make everything right, to finally give him the life he deserved, away from his cruel mother and awful brothers. Away from being whipped and beaten and forced to slaughter Folk.

“How are you feeling, Ash?” Nua asked softly, snapping me out of my thoughts. My gut clenched with fear that he could somehow tell what I’d been thinking, but then he added, “It might be very strange for you to go back there. It might be painful.”

I cleared my throat and rasped, “I know. But I still want to. I want to… say goodbye to them properly.”

“Of course.” Nua briefly squeezed my arm. “You will. Are you ready?”

The wall of mist was looming closer now, muted browns and greens peeking through the swirls. I let out a slow breath and squared my shoulders, but found my hand creeping out to grip Nua’s. He squeezed back, saying nothing.

“Yes. I’m ready.”

He gently urged me forward, and the mist enveloped us, cool and damp on my face. I could feel something intangible trying to tug me back as we walked, something that wanted to keep me on fae land, where I now belonged. Like a tether pulling at my navel, through my insides and out my spine. I ignored it, gripping my brother’s hand tighter and shivering from the cold mist that blanketed us.

A few moments later, it dissipated, thinning over the ground before swirling behind trees and vanishing, like it was alive. I blinked as I took in the forest. It didn’t look much different from the one we’d left behind, but at the same time, it did. Everything was… dull. Muted. The brown bark on the trees wasn’t as rich or deep. The leaves weren’t as vibrant. The air had a sharp tinge to it, dirty and biting, making me wrinkle my nose.

“It’s the iron,” Nua said quietly, giving my hand another squeeze before releasing it. “It’s everywhere. And all the people and pollution…”

We weren’t even in a built-up area, here in the forest near my old cottage, which had been on the edge of a tiny, sleepy village in the countryside surrounded by farm fields. But he was right—I could smell the car fumes and the artificial scents of laundry detergent and fabric softener from someone’s washing, way in the distance. I could smell the tang of metal that made my skin itch.

We started walking again, the forest quiet aside from our boots crunching over the leaf-littered ground. The sun was rising, and I could see the pale blue sky through the leaves above us. A bird trilled nearby, making me miss Lonan so sharply for a moment that my chest ached.

Everything felt flat and lifeless around us. The air was almost heavy, pressing down on the top of my head. But at the same time, power itched beneath my fingers. Something new and fae within me was keenly aware that there was a glut of mortal lives within reach. Lives to play with, to trick and seduce.

I shoved the unsettling urges back, shuffling closer to Nua as we walked.

“So that path… Was that how the Brid came through?” I asked hoarsely. “To meet my dad.”

There was a pause before Nua said, “No. There is another path the seelie use to get here. That was the one she took to… meet mortal men.”

“But did it come out here? In the same place?”

“Yes.”

“Is this the only one? The only path to the mortal world?”

“No, there are many. Some have been closed off over the years. They don’t all lead to here.”

“Are they all in the forest?” I asked. “On the other side, I mean.”

“Yes. All paths lead back to the Woods of Orna.”

“So it was just… chance that she used the one that brought her here.” I stared as the trees started thinning out ahead of us, revealing wide fields that were uncomfortably familiar.

“Yes. I suppose,” Nua said softly, glancing over at me.

“The Brid told me a bit about… about when she met my dad.” I licked my lips, shaking my head. “I didn’t really—I don’t understand why she slept with him. Didn’t she hate mortals?”

Nua cocked his head. “She didn’t hate them. She just saw them as beneath her, like everyone else. But she was narcissistic and lived for attention. Mortal men were… They adored her. They worshipped her. She thrived on it.”

I nodded, trying not to feel too bitter when I said, “But she wasn’t supposed to get pregnant from them, right? So she tried to get rid of me.”

Nua was silent for a moment. “Ash, we don’t have to talk about—”

“No.” My voice was curt, so I tried to soften it. “I want to know. I-I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of asking anything when… But I do. I want to know.”

He sighed, reaching over and gently squeezing my wrist for a moment. “Yes, she tried to get rid of you. She tried everything. Nothing worked.”

“Why?” I croaked.

“I don’t know,” Nua said softly. “Maybe your father had some fae in him, a long way back, that made it harder to… Maybe the Higher Spirits were intervening. It just seemed like the universe wanted you to be born. To live.”

I didn’t know if that was supposed to make me feel better, bring me some comfort, but all it did was send shuddering unease through my chest. It made me feel like my life had been planned out by some unseen force before I’d even been born. Like nothing I did really mattered, because it would all lead to the same end result.

Like I still had no control, and something else was dictating my actions, making sure I fulfilled whatever purpose had been set out for me.

I knew the concept of fate comforted some people, but I found it more horrifying than anything else. The idea that I had no say over my life, even if it felt like I was making my own decisions, acting of my own free will. That whatever I did, my future was already mapped out, choices already made, consequences to my actions already decided.

If that was true, then what was the point in anything? What was the point in trying so hard to be better than the Brid, trying desperately to fit into my new skin, my new life? Wouldn’t it all just turn out the way it was meant to no matter what I did?

I cleared my throat, pushing the bleak thoughts back as I said, “So she left me on my dad’s doorstep when I was born with a plan to make you steal my fae powers when they started to emerge.”

“Yes,” Nua said hoarsely, shame colouring his voice. “That was her plan.”

“Why not just kill me when I was born?” I croaked. “Why did she need whatever power I’d taken from her so badly? Wasn’t she strong enough?”

“She was greedy,” Nua said simply, then hesitated. “But… I believe there was more to it than that. I think you took more from her than offspring usually would. That’s one of the reasons fae monarchs don’t have too many children. Each one saps a little bit of power from them to keep for themselves. After you were born, the summers stopped being as hot. The flowers took longer to bloom on seelie land. The air grew colder during the Bitter Months. I think you weakened her.”

I snorted without humour. “This is all making me sound like some kind of… fae wunderkind. Like I was ‘destined for greatness’.”

“You were.”

I shot Nua a sharp look, my gut twisting with discomfort. Before I could say anything, he spoke again.

“I believe the Higher Spirits intervened to make sure you would be born. The Higher Spirits know what’s going to happen before we do, Ash. They know everything. Even impossible things.”

“Surely not actually everything though, right?” I rasped. “Gadleg—The deal she made with me—”

My voice cut off, throat burning. I realised why a second later. I’d promised Gadleg I wouldn’t tell anyone about our deal. I couldn’t tell Nua that she had made me promise to go back in seven years so she could judge me for my actions, so she could kill me if she deemed I deserved to die. If she already knew what I would be like as king, what my future held, why would she ask that of me?

Before Nua could start asking me anything about it, I quickly said, “But before I killed her, the Brid said she didn’t need the power I’d taken from her. That she was strong enough without it.”

“Strong enough, yes. Strong enough to push back the Carlin’s frost, but not as strong as she had been before. Don’t forget that she was clever with her words, Ash.”

I didn’t answer him. I couldn’t, because we had emerged from the forest and stepped out into the wheat field I had played in so often as a child, sometimes alone, sometimes with friends, sometimes with the strange creatures who had visited me.

And right there—so close, looking just as it always had—was my old home.


Chapter Ten

Ash

I’d gone still as I stared at it. Nua came to a stop beside me, but he didn’t say anything. Just waited patiently.

The garden was wildly overgrown, long grass spilling out through the gaps in the fence, bushes spreading further than Mags had ever let them, the ivy she’d always kept at bay now creeping over the back of the house.

The windows looked dirty. The white trim around them was cracked and peeling. I remembered Dad grumbling about having to repaint them last year, but I guessed he hadn’t got round to it before…

I swallowed, tearing my gaze away to look at everything else. The neighbour’s house was just visible behind the willow tree that had stood between us and them since I’d been born. It was quiet, all the curtains still drawn, because it was early.

The small lake behind the cottage garden—the one I’d been pushed into by a fae when I was a child, before Nua rescued me—was murky and covered in thick green algae. Swallowing around the lump in my throat, I jerked my chin towards it.

“Do you remember when you had to drag me out of there?”

“Yes.” Nua’s voice was sombre. “Odran said he tried to help you, but he thought he might have accidentally scared you more.”

“What?” I whipped my head round to stare at him. “Odran?”

Nua nodded. “He used to come to this lake sometimes, to watch you when Gillie and I couldn’t. He said he tried to grab you when the unseelie pushed you in, to get you away from her so she wouldn’t be able to hold your head under the water.”

My mouth opened and closed gormlessly. “I… I thought I felt something grab my ankle. I thought it was… I thought it was something else trying to hurt me.”

“Well, kelpies are known for dragging unsuspecting mortals to their watery ends.”

“Does Odran do that?” I asked, dreading the answer.

Nua huffed in amusement. “He’s not particularly bloodthirsty, but he certainly enjoys the challenge of seducing a mortal.”

I pictured the beautiful kelpie, with his long, lean body—always nude—and gleaming black-green hair. I doubted it was ever much of a challenge for him.

Letting out a shuddering breath, I turned back to the cottage. “Can we… can we go closer?”

“Yes. Of course.”

Neither of us spoke as we crossed the field to the back of the fence. It was only waist height, so I placed an unsteady foot on the bottom rail and hoisted my leg over to get into the garden.

Nua followed me, nimbly jumping over the fence and landing with a light thud. The chair I’d been sitting in when the black cat—Lonan—had appeared and frantically tried to get me to go inside was still in the exact same place, pulled out from the garden table. But it was dirty now, coated in a layer of moss and grime. The blanket I’d had over my shoulders that night was gone. I wondered if it had been taken by the police as evidence. Surely they’d investigated my disappearance when no one had heard from me. Surely they’d come here and looked around, finding the blanket on the ground, the back door still open and lights on inside.

It was deeply unsettling to realise that I was probably presumed dead here. That all my friends and the little remaining family I had—just Mags’ sister and her husband—probably thought I’d been kidnapped from my home and killed.

But then, I had been, in a way. The Carlin had stolen me and kept me chained up until my mortal side died.

I didn’t know how long they kept missing person cases open. I knew some stayed open for years, but those were generally for small children who garnered the attention of the press and therefore the public. Probably not for recently bereaved twenty-one-year-olds. Maybe they thought I hadn’t been able to handle the grief of my parents’ deaths and had just run off. Maybe they thought I’d gone into the forest and done something to myself.

The stink of metal was stronger now, and my eyes darted to the black iron fixtures on the back door. Would I be able to go inside? As we got closer to the house, my throat closed up when I saw the kitchen through the window. It was dim in there, but it looked the same as it always had. I could almost picture my dad humming to himself as he boiled the kettle to make tea. Mags standing by the stove, stirring something in a pot for dinner.

My vision wavered, grew blurry. I blinked fast to clear it, walking slowly to the back door. I reached for the latch, even though I knew it would probably be locked, but an unseen force pushed my hand back anyway.

“The iron,” Nua said quietly.

I nodded, keeping my head bent and trying not to sniffle. I couldn’t even go inside.

Stepping back, I looked up at my bedroom window. The curtains were still drawn—I hadn’t ever opened them after my parents’ death, wanting to keep myself in a dark cocoon while I slept during the day.

“We can sit out here,” Nua offered, resting a gentle hand on my shoulder. “We can stay here as long as you want, Ash.”

I nodded again, but I was already making my way to the side of the house, to the narrow path that led to the front garden. I hadn’t come with a plan to take anything back, but now that I was here, I needed something of my father’s. Something tangible. Something I could hold and keep. I couldn’t get inside, but maybe… maybe there’d be some post left on the front step. A letter with his name on. Anything.

The front garden was just as overgrown as the back. A single car drove past on the narrow country road, the driver not even glancing at us. Not seeing us. Its fumes made me wrinkle my nose, made me want to cough, so much stronger and sharper than they had ever been when I was mortal.

There was a police notice taped to the front door, yellow and faded, but I couldn’t bring myself to read it. Weeds had sprouted in the tiny cracks in the pathway leading to the door, and thick, thorny stems were strangling all the lavender and rose bushes that Mags had so lovingly tended to out here.

When I looked in the living room window, everything seemed faded and dusty, but I took it all in with fervent desperation. The overflowing bookcase. The sagging sofa with the blanket Mags had always thrown over her lap still draped over the arm.

On the coffee table was the embroidery she had been working on—fat pumpkins delicately stitched in orange and brown and white, surrounded by the faint outline of autumn leaves that would never be finished. Beside it was the book my dad must have been reading before they went away up north. One of the hard-boiled detective novels he loved so much, split open on the table to mark his place. Mags had always scolded him for doing that, saying it ruined the spines.

A sob hitched in my throat as I pressed a hand to the dirty glass. It was all right there, so close, and I couldn’t get to any of it. All the things they’d touched and owned. Little pieces of themselves left behind to rot in an empty house. Forgotten.

I just wanted one thing. Now that I was here, I knew I wouldn’t be able to leave without something. Stepping back and wiping my dirty palm on my cloak, I walked shakily back to the front door and crouched down by the wrinkled pile of post that looked like it had been soaked by the rain several times.

“Are you alright, Ash?” Nua asked softly. I nodded hurriedly, keeping my head bent and swiping under my nose as I sniffed.

“Ye—” The word got stuck in my throat, so instead I sifted through the pile, utter despair filling me when I realised it was all just junk mail. Leaflets for window cleaning services, the village newsletter, little business cards left by estate agents asking if we wanted to sell our home because the market had never been better.

My shaking fingers clenched too tight around the papers, the grief mingling with impotent fury. I just wanted one thing. Just one. Something with my father’s name on, something that acknowledged he’d existed.

My breath caught when I noticed a white envelope under the overgrown rose bush. Snatching it up, I started to stand before freezing when I realised it was just more junk, only For the Homeowner written in the little window. A choked sound left my throat as I flung it back down.

“Are you sure I can’t get inside?” I croaked to Nua, who was standing in silence, just watching. “I just want… I want something of his.”

“I’m so sorry, Ash.” His voice was thick. “You can’t. Even without the iron, we can’t enter someone’s home without invitation.”

“But it was my home,” I choked out. “It was mine, my dad’s—”

“But it isn’t anymore,” he said softly, walking forward to meet me. I flinched when he squeezed my arm. “I’m sorry.”

My mouth trembled as a hot tear spilled down my cheek. “I wish…”

I couldn’t finish the thought, because I didn’t really know what I’d wish for if I had the chance to change anything. I wished my parents were still alive, of course, but then I would have never met Lonan. Or Nua and Gillie.

I wished I didn’t have to live with the confusing pain that came with my memories from unseelie. The grief. The loneliness. The pure joy when everything began with Lonan, the fragile hope that maybe things would be okay, only to have it all ripped away from me in the Carlin’s throne room.

The months of living with no memory of him whatsoever, only to have it all rush back in an instant and scramble the reality I’d come to accept.

I wished I hadn’t killed that broon in the seelie palace. I wished I hadn’t had to kill all those guards—I wished I hadn’t found a sickening sense of satisfaction in it. I wished I hadn’t had to kill anyone at all.

I’d done things that had changed the fundamental core of me, and I didn’t really know who I was anymore. I didn’t feel like the old me. I didn’t feel like a new version of me either. I certainly didn’t feel like a king, but I knew I had to be one, so I couldn’t let anyone see it.

Sometimes, I wondered if the old Ash had completely died the day I shed my mortal skin—died and not come back. Maybe I was someone else now, or maybe I was just a vessel for whatever power now lived in me, the power that had wormed its way down my throat once the Brid’s body was no longer a viable host. I wished I knew the answer.

I wished for a lot of things, but wishing didn’t solve problems. Wishing didn’t keep people safe. Wishing didn’t change anything.

When a low sob escaped me, Nua let out a trembling breath and his hand fell from my arm. “I’m so sorry, Ash.”

“It’s not your fault.” I shook my head straight away, wiping my nose. “You protected me for years.” Somehow, I managed to give him a watery smile. “Thank you, Nua. I don’t think I’ve ever thanked you for everything you’ve done.”

He gave me a sad smile. “You don’t need to.”

“Yes, I do.” I pulled him into a tight hug, his long green hair tickling my cheek as I squeezed my eyes shut. “You kept me safe for years. You let me have a wonderful childhood with my parents. You… I owe you so much,” I croaked, mouth trembling.

“You don’t, Ash.” Nua squeezed me back. “You owe me nothing. You’re my brother. I love you.” When we pulled apart, he gave me a wobbly smile. “And you have kept me safe too. What you did, killing the Brid—”

“I’d do anything to keep you safe.” I sniffed wetly, reaching up to scrub at my eyes. “You and Gillie and Lonan.”

“I know,” Nua said softly. “But it is not your job to keep us safe, Ash.” He swallowed, sounding hesitant as he added, “I worry that you are putting too much pressure on yourself with Lonan. He can look after himself, Ash.”

“I know he can,” I said quickly. “But it must be weird for him, being on seelie. I just… I want him to be comfortable.”

I didn’t want him to regret staying there with me. To resent me for it.

Nua didn’t answer. He’d gone very still, and his big green eyes had shifted, looking at something over my shoulder. Before I could glance back, he murmured, “He can See us.”

“Who?” I peered back quickly, stilling when I saw a man standing at the end of the drive.

It was a postman. The bright red satchel was slung over his shoulder, his tanned, tattooed calves bare under his navy shorts. And his wide eyes were fixed squarely on us, lips parted slightly in shock, the two piercings in the lower one winking in the rising sun.

“Shit,” I muttered, “my glamour—”

“He has the Sight.” Nua’s mouth was barely moving, his lean body tight with tension beside me. “It wouldn’t matter anyway.”

“How do you know?” I hissed, turning to face the man so my back wasn’t to him, my branch fingers twitching anxiously. That drew the man’s gaze down, and his eyes grew even wider as he took in my living arm.

“The way he is looking at us,” Nua murmured.

Even though I should have been worried, the fact that a mortal—someone in this world—could actually see me was making my chest get tight with desperation. Making me feel less alone.

But another part of me, the calculating part that was decidedly fae, was already focusing on the ways this mortal could benefit me.

“Will you come over here?” I heard myself call. Nua grew even stiffer beside me.

“Ash, what are you doing?” he hissed.

I didn’t answer as the man blinked before slowly crunching down the drive, arms hanging limp by his sides, shock still painting his narrow features. There were more tattoos on the sides of his neck, a bar in his eyebrow and a ring through his septum.

When he reached us, he let out a shuddering breath. His eyes were focused more on Nua than me, seeing as Nua was the more inhuman of the two of us. But when I smiled at him, his gaze snapped back to my face.

“Will you do something for me?” I asked, something deep and dark layering my voice. Some instinct I hadn’t known I possessed drawing the words out.

“I…” His eyes grew hazy, unfocused. At first he didn’t answer, but then he desperately blurted out, “Yes.”

Nua’s breath caught beside me, but I didn’t look at him. Instead, I half turned and pointed at the door.

“Will you go in there and get something for me?”

The man’s chest was rising and falling quickly, like he was on the verge of a panic attack, but his soft gaze stayed fixed on my face. Fearful still, but almost adoring.

“Yes,” he said again, nodding.

I grinned at him, sharp fae satisfaction stabbing through me when his brown eyes dipped to my mouth. I didn’t feel like myself, I didn’t feel like I was the one doing this, saying these things, but I heard myself purr, “You’ll have to break in.”

“That’s fine.” He shrugged his satchel off, dumping it on the grass before striding to the front door. “What do you need from in there?”

I frantically ran through a list of things I could get him to take. My dad’s favourite mug. One of his old jumpers. Mags’ recipe book filled with her neat, tiny handwriting.

Clearing my throat, I told him, “Go to the wardrobe in the front bedroom upstairs. On the top shelf there should be a knitted jumper with an ugly pattern—brown and yellow.”

“Alright.” The man lifted his foot and booted the door, seeming not to care about potentially being caught doing this. I glanced around as the loud sound echoed in the quiet early morning, but the road was quiet, no cars approaching.

“And in the kitchen there’s a notebook with a bumblebee pattern on it,” I said quickly when he kicked again and the door jerked inward. “And…”

My eyes darted to the living room window, fixing on the mantle over the fireplace.

“On the mantel in the living room, there’s a photograph of three people. It’s in a wooden frame. On the lefthand side. Get that too.”

“Okay,” the man said vacantly as he wandered inside.

I let out a shuddering breath, gripping the strap of my satchel tightly as I watched him vanish. He’d left the door open, and I could see the sage green walls in the hallway. The old rug that Dad always used to trip on.

My eyes filled with tears again. It was all right there and I couldn’t even step foot inside.

When I finally tore my gaze away, no longer able to bear looking at it, I realised Nua was watching me intently.

“You have her way with words,” he said quietly. “The control she could wield with them.”

My gut clenched into an uncomfortable knot.

“I’m not like her,” I croaked, relieved when the words came out.

“I know you’re not, Ash,” he said, but the spark of worry in his eyes made me look away quickly.

A couple of minutes later, the man reappeared clutching several items. My breath hitched, and I stepped forward quickly to take them off him.

“Got all of them,” he said with a smile, but his brow was beginning to furrow with confusion, like he wasn’t quite sure why he’d just broken into an abandoned house and taken several seemingly worthless items.

I stared down at the things in my hands. Dad’s favourite old jumper, Mags’ recipe book and the framed photo tucked underneath. I held them delicately, like they were the most precious things I’d ever touched.

“Thank you,” I choked, and heard Nua suck in a sharp breath. Lifting my head, I gave the man a watery smile. “Thank you so much. You don’t know what…”

When I trailed off, unable to speak as I bit down hard on my trembling lip, the man shot me a bewildered smile.

“It’s okay. Uh…” His eyes drifted over to Nua and widened again, almost as if he’d managed to block out the fact that we didn’t look human for a short while.

I had no idea exactly what power I was wielding over him, but it snuck back into my voice as I said, “You can go now.”

“Okay.” He walked slowly to his bag, leaning down to pick it up before turning to face us. “Uh…”

“You won’t tell anyone about this, will you?”

His eyes went vacant again, but he blinked hard as if he was trying to fight it. Eventually he rasped, “No. Pretty sure I’m dreaming.”

“That’s right.” I tried to shoot him a smile, but it was wobbly. “Just dreaming.”

Lifting his bag strap over his head, he stared at us for a second longer before turning and walking unsteadily back down the path. Neither Nua nor I moved as we watched him, waiting until he had disappeared down the road towards the village.

Nua exhaled. “Ash—”

I was already lifting the jumper to my nose, eyes sliding shut as I inhaled deeply. It smelled more musty than anything, but I could faintly detect a hint of the old-fashioned cologne Dad had worn for years, mingling with the unique scent that was just him. Warm and comforting. With my eyes tightly shut, I could almost pretend, for just a second, that I was little again and he was giving me a hug before tucking me into bed.

Nua didn’t finish whatever he’d been about to say, staying quiet as I blinked open wet eyes and draped the jumper over my arm so I could open Mags’ recipe book. I hadn’t known that at some point over the years, she’d written a little note on the front page addressed to me. She’d always told me that she wanted to pass it on to me eventually.

My dear Ash,

I hope these recipes bring your family as much joy as they have brought ours over the years. I’ve marked all your favourites with a little A in the corners.

I’m grateful every day that I get to be in your life, my darling boy.

Love, Mags

A fat tear splashed onto the page, so I quickly shut the notebook, not wanting to ruin it or make the ink run. Sniffing wetly, I shifted the picture frame on top and stared down at the photograph it contained.

It was from my eighth birthday. Mags’ sister Carol and her husband Tim had come down from Yorkshire for it, and I remembered Carol taking the picture for us.

I was standing in front of Dad and Mags, my hair a wild mop of curls, a tooth missing in my huge grin. Skinny legs poked out from grass-stained shorts, equally scrawny arms clutching the brand-new football I’d gotten as a gift.

Dad’s hand was on my shoulder, his face creased into a warm smile, squinting slightly from the bright sun, the scruff that had been permanently on his face already sprinkled with grey. His other arm was wrapped around Mags, who had a hand cupped over her brow to shield her eyes. She hadn’t been much taller than me even at that age, and I’d towered over her by the time I was sixteen. She was resting her head on Dad’s shoulder, her curly, mousy hair longer than she’d kept it in more recent years.

I couldn’t look away, gripping the frame so tight I was worried I’d snap it. My eyes greedily took everything in. Mags’ old-fashioned button-down shirt in a swirly green and purple pattern. The wedding ring on Dad’s finger. The old garden furniture behind us—the set we’d had for years—and the chocolate cake Mags had made me already cut into slices for us to enjoy.

I made sure to take in every tiny detail. My gaze was drifting over the big hydrangea bush just behind Dad when I noticed something. Lifting the frame closer to my face, I sucked in a breath.

Hidden just behind the fence post beyond the bush was a black cat, its coat gleaming iridescent, its eyes jet black and reflecting the sun. I’d never thought of cats’ faces as being overly expressive, but I could somehow see the sombreness in its—in his—eyes as he gazed at us all together.

My mouth trembled. Suddenly, all I wanted was to be back with Lonan. All I wanted was for him to be here with me. There was nothing for me here anymore. My parents were gone. This life was gone.

But Lonan was still here. He’d always been here, even when I hadn’t known it.

“I’m ready to go,” I said unsteadily, scrubbing at my wet eyes before carefully tucking everything into my satchel.

“Are you sure?” Nua asked quietly. “We can stay as long as you want.”

“I’m sure. I want to get back.”

Nua waited until I began making my way back round the house before following me. Neither of us spoke as we walked through the overgrown garden, but as we were climbing over the fence, he looked at me with grim eyes.

“You thanked him, Ash. You shouldn’t thank a mortal. You owe him a favour now.”

“I’m never going to see him again,” I mumbled, unable to bring myself to look back at the house as we left it behind and started heading for the forest. “I’m never coming back here.”


Chapter Eleven

Lonan

Gillie had been right. I felt like dirt the moment I opened my eyes, spread-eagled naked on our bed with the covers kicked off.

At least I’d remembered to open all the windows before passing out, but it didn’t help much. The late morning air was already hot and stifling, the breeze warm as it drifted inside through the gaps in the curtains.

Groaning, I lifted my head and promptly let it drop back onto the pillow as it swam, making my gorge rise. My mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton, and I could still taste the residue of red wine coating my lips and teeth.

My entire body felt shaky and unsettled, and a throbbing began in my temples, making my brow crease. Even my eyelids hurt, feeling dry and crusty every time I blinked.

Letting out a slow, unsteady breath, I pushed myself up but only managed to get as far as the edge of the bed, swaying as I sat up, wanting to topple straight back down. After a few more minutes, I managed to stand and hobble to the bathroom, hunching over as if that would eliminate the queasiness in my stomach.

My mouth filled with saliva, but I swallowed it back down with a grimace as I shuffled over to the basin. I refused to vomit because of my foolish decision to get drunk, even though I suspected it might make me feel better. It was bad enough that I’d let myself be so vulnerable surrounded by seelie. I’d been sluggish, my hand movements sloppy. Any of them could have managed to hurt me.

Gripping the edge of the basin, I gulped down some water before brushing my teeth, scrubbing hard to get rid of the filmy stain coating them from the wine. When I reluctantly looked in the mirror over the sink, my eyes were bloodshot and my skin was sallow. I grimaced again, dipping my head to spit. I didn’t want Ash to see me looking so awful, and there was a chance they would return today.

After turning on the taps over the bath, I climbed in straight away, pulling my knees up to my chest as cool water began to lap around my feet. The sensation was strange against my branch toes, and I still wasn’t fully used to it.

Trying to ignore the pounding behind my eyes, I stretched out my legs and stared down at the fake one. The memory of drunkenly blurting out my fears about shifting to Gillie flashed through my mind, making my stomach twist with discomfort. I didn’t like anyone knowing about my insecurities, but the solitary fae did now. He would probably tell Nua.

Fingering the join where flesh met wood near the top of my thigh, I tried to picture what would happen if I shifted. Maybe the leg would remain, shifting with me to fit the animal I became, though I doubted it. Maybe it would remain but stay just as it was, an unwieldy lump I’d have to drag behind me. If that happened and I shifted into a bird or something else small, the weight would tear me in half.

If it vanished completely… what would even be the point in trying? I wouldn’t be able to run as a wolf or cat or stag. I would only be able to hop unsteadily as a bird. And what if the wound reopened? What if shifting turned it into a fresh, jagged tear again, blood pouring out, agony coursing through my body. I would be stuck.

The urge to shift was becoming almost impossible to ignore. I didn’t think I’d ever gone this long without doing it since I’d first shifted into a blackbird as a child.

The first time I’d done it had been an instinctual attempt to escape from my brother. Balor had been chasing me through the palace—I still didn’t know what he’d intended to do to me—and utter terror had flooded my small body, pure adrenaline buzzing under my skin like an angry swarm of wasps.

I remembered wishing I could just fly away to escape, like the birds I’d watched constantly from my bedroom window. Get high up into the air where he couldn’t touch me, where none of them could touch me.

In the next instant, I had been. My vision had shifted, the sides of the room that had been in my periphery suddenly far more visible, disorienting me. I’d been rising higher and higher into the air, a strange sound filling my ears as newly sprouted wings flapped on either side of me.

I’d panicked even more, dipping in the air and rising back up as I struggled to acclimatise to this new body, these new senses. But I’d still been keenly aware of the predator behind me, and it had forced me to beat my wings harder, to fly higher and higher so he couldn’t reach me.

Balor had stared up at me with a sneer once I’d alighted on a wall sconce, well out of reach, and blinked down at him, tucking my new wings protectively against my body.

“Well, what a fun little trick that is,” he’d drawled. “It seems your worthless father did give you something other than his dreary looks after all. Shall we see what Mother thinks of this?”

I hadn’t shifted back for hours that first time, not knowing how, and far too scared to try as my mother and brothers had congregated beneath me.

“A blackbird,” the Carlin had spat. “His vile father could shift into anything he wanted, and the boy chooses a pathetic little bird?”

Bres had been moodily swigging from his flask, eyes bored as he gazed up at me. But Cethlen’s head had cocked, a tiny cruel smile tilting his pale lips.

“His little heart is thrumming so very fast,” he’d murmured. “It might even give out before he manages to shift back.”

“Boy,” the Carlin had barked up at me. She hadn’t bothered to give me a common name before that day. I’d simply been the boy, or the runt, when she wasn’t using my true name to order me around. “Shift back now.”

I hadn’t, not knowing how and not being able to tell her that. I let out a single panicked chirp, tiny body trembling with fear. Her eye had flashed with fury, bronze teeth clenching.

“Get out,” she’d snapped at my brothers. “Out.”

They’d dutifully filed out of the room, Balor narrowing his eyes up at me until he’d vanished. Once they were gone, she’d stepped closer and lowered her voice.

“Eliatha-Tethra de Cailleach, shift back to your true form now.”

I’d felt it start immediately, pain streaking through my body as she forced the shift. I’d barely had time to flap unsteadily closer to the floor before I was falling the rest of the way, back in my normal body, more pain flashing through me when I thudded onto the cold stone in a heap.

Before I could even lift my head, she was snatching up my ear and forcing me to stand. My legs had scrabbled desperately, weak and shaky, my head still spinning as I blinked fast.

“What else can we get you to become, hmm?” She’d dragged me across the room by my ear, ignoring my pitiful mewls. “No child of mine is to be a spiritsmith that can only become a bird. I hadn’t thought you’d inherited any of your father’s power, but I’m not surprised that you chose to turn into something so weak and fragile. It suits you.”

“I’m sorry,” I’d whimpered, wincing as her sharp talons had cut into the shell of my ear, drawing hot blood. “I didn’t… I didn’t mean to—”

“I finally have a name for you, at least.” She’d grinned down at me, teeth gleaming in the cold light of the palace. “Lonan. Little blackbird. Pathetically fitting. But let’s see if we can shape you into something better than your namesake, shall we?”

I’d been five. By the time I was seven, I could also shift into a crow, a cat, a rabbit and several insects, thanks to her whipping me until I achieved it. That wasn’t good enough for the Carlin. She had wanted more impressive beasts, stronger animals. A wolf. A stag. A vulture.

At least my new forms had allowed me to go and watch Ash undetected. As soon as the Carlin received news from her spies that the seelie prince had been spotted crossing over to the mortal world, she’d sent Folk after him to try and capture him, already obsessing over how she could beat the Brid, how she could take over all of fae land by sapping seelie blood from the prince’s veins.

The Golden Son had been quick and clever. They hadn’t been able to catch him, but the Folk she’d sent had returned with the news that he was visiting a young boy. A boy that seemed to have some fae in him.

I’d been too young to truly understand what was going on, but I remembered hushed conversations over dinner between the Carlin and Balor, wondering who the boy was. Realising that despite the Carlin’s spies telling her the seelie queen had been round with child several years ago, no new prince or princess had ever been announced.

So the Carlin had decided to watch him too, to try and work out if Ash really was the Brid’s illegitimate son.

I’d followed some of the unseelie Folk who’d started visiting him one day, darting between the trees as a rabbit while they trooped through to the mortal world. And then I hadn’t been able to stop going back, to watch the boy who had everything I didn’t, whose smiling face made my stomach clench into an inexplicable knot, whose nearness comforted me and made me feel even lonelier all at once.

Sometimes, I still couldn’t quite believe that I had him now. That he wanted to be with me. That he loved me. Sometimes, as I lay beside him at night with my head or hand on his chest to feel his steady breaths, I struggled to equate the man he now was to the boy I’d so desperately pined after for years.

He was fae now. He was a king. But he’d lost so much to become those things, and I didn’t know whether he believed it all to be truly worth it. Whether, if he had the chance to go back, to never be taken by the Folk, to remain mortal, to never meet me, he would take it.

I wondered how my life would have turned out if the Carlin had failed. If I’d managed to convince Ash to go back inside his cottage that night before Belial could reach him. Not that she would have given up after a single attempt. The moment he’d turned twenty-one, she’d begun planning to steal him, after years of fruitlessly trying to find Nua in the forest.

Ash had been her second choice. Somehow, that made every awful thing that had happened to him even worse. Made me feel even guiltier.

But if he’d managed to evade her, if he’d moved away and vanished into the mortal world for the rest of his life, what would have become of me? Probably very little. I would have never gained my second name, remaining under her power forever. I would have never finally found the drive to truly go against her, causing her to punish me as she had when I was a boy by chaining me to her wrist.

I would have never lost my leg. She would’ve had no reason to tear it off with her teeth.

I was still staring down at the limb made from twisting branches as I sat in the bath. Realising it was near to overflowing, I quickly turned off the taps and leaned back until the cool water lapped around my chin.

If the Carlin’s plan had failed from the start, I also wouldn’t be sitting in a bath in the seelie palace all alone, naked and hungover, surrounded by the wrong kind of Folk, constantly feeling on edge and like I shouldn’t be here.

I shouldn’t be here. I hadn’t ever wanted the crown. I hadn’t wanted to become unseelie king. But with every moment that passed, the urge to go to unseelie and take what was mine grew stronger. It was almost like I could feel unseelie land calling to me, asking me to go back.

I didn’t feel ready to go after the Carlin yet, but I also suspected that I never would. That it was pointless to sit here and wait. To draw it out.

I scrubbed myself down and washed my hair, my hands trembling finely and my stomach still shaky, but I wanted to get the stink of wine out of my pores. I’d run a tepid bath, but I was still hot and flushed by the time I climbed out on unsteady legs.

I dried and dressed in the silent bedroom, then wearily strapped my blades to my back and hip, even though the mere idea of going outside to the training ring, where it was even hotter, was making my head pound worse. But I had nothing else to do while I waited for Ash to get back.

When I stepped out of the bedroom, I saw Jora hovering in the corridor.

“Prince Lonan.” She dipped into a shallow bow, even though Ash had told her she didn’t need to do that for either of us. “I wasn’t sure… Would you like some breakfast? I know it’s quite late, but…”

My stomach roiled, mouth filling with saliva. Shaking my head, I rasped, “No, I’m fine.”

“I’ve made—” She flushed, fiddling with the end of her braid. After glancing around, she lowered her voice and discreetly said, “I’ve actually made my pa’s hangover cure in case you want it. He swears it soothes a sore head after a, um… rambunctious evening.”

I gazed down at her, warily asking, “What’s in it?”

“Raw eggs with a ginger and orange mash. And a splash of apple cider vinegar, with some curried mint leaves.”

My gut churned even more. I shook my head sharply, eye twitching when pain stabbed behind my temples. “I’m fine. I appreciate the offer.”

“Alright.” She eyed me anxiously, then shot me a tiny smile. “Can I get you anything else?”

“No, Jora, I’m fine.” I went to walk past her, but the warm air in the corridor made my head spin. The sharp tang of bile rose to the back of my throat, so I swallowed as I came to a stop and turned back to face her. “Actually, I will have it.”

“Of course.” She jumped into action, hurrying towards the dining room. “I set it out in the dining room for you, along with some bread and butter in case you want it.”

“There’s nothing else in it?” I rasped as I followed her in, my lip curling when I saw the glass on the table. Soggy brown mint leaves were poking out from murky pale orange liquid. Orange pulp drifted around globs of clear albumen, the egg yolks floating suspended. I counted three yolks.

Trying not to show any apprehension about drinking it, I approached the table and slowly picked up the glass.

“No, nothing else,” Jora said cheerfully. “Best to get it down in one go. My pa says you just have to open up your throat and let the eggs slide down.”

A fist flew to my mouth as my stomach convulsed. I cleared my throat to pretend that had been why. Letting out a slow, shaky breath, I brought the glass to my mouth and tipped it back.

The taste wasn’t all that bad—mostly fresh orange and sharp ginger, with just a hint of apple cider vinegar. But the texture made me want to vomit it all back up instantly as thick globules of raw egg slid over my tongue and down my throat.

By the time I pulled the glass away, I was shuddering. Ignoring the curried mint leaves, I set it down on the table and gave Jora a nod, trying to school my expression into my blank mask to hide the disgust.

Jora’s mouth twitched, and suddenly, I wondered if this had all been some cruel trick to get me to drink something disgusting. Narrowing my eyes, I took a step closer to loom over her.

“Was that really your father’s hangover cure?”

She blinked, confusion pinching her brow. “Yes, Prince Lonan. I said it was. He really does swear by it.”

I looked away to hide the flush staining my cheeks, not wanting to ask anything else that would give my suspicions away. Not wanting to wonder if the rest of the palace staff were eagerly waiting for Jora to return, to tell them that she’d managed to get the stupid unseelie prince to drink something vile as a joke.

I didn’t think Jora was cruel, but… she was seelie.

“Fine,” I croaked, then cleared my throat and headed for the door. “I’m going to the training ring.”

“Of course,” she said quickly. “I’ll make sure there’s some lunch ready for you in case you want it.”

I doubted I would. I could almost feel those raw eggs floating around in my stomach. But I did already feel a touch better as I strode down the hallway and the two guards at the end moved to open the doors, though I suspected that might have been more to do with having something in my stomach rather than any special properties in Jora’s disgusting drink.

The cavernous front hall was cooler than our private quarters, the ceiling stretching high, letting the heat rise and keeping the stone floors from growing too warm. Trees in enormous stone pots dotted the edges of the room, their leaves rustling gently as palace staff crossed the space, going in and out of all the corridors that webbed off from this central room.

There were just so many of them. The Brid had employed an excessive number of staff, and Ash was reluctant to get rid of any and leave them without jobs, so they were all still here. Guards posted at almost every door. A stable of gardeners to tend to the lawns. Countless kitchen staff manning the two working kitchens here—the smaller one where our food was prepared, and the huge one in the cellar where the meals for all the staff were made and served.

I didn’t resent any of them being here, I was just uncomfortable being constantly surrounded by so many people. The unseelie palace had been cold and empty, just a very select number of Folk living alongside us within its walls, the tiny few the Carlin trusted just enough to sleep in the same place. Her royal dressmaker. Her private adviser. A limited number of kitchen and cleaning staff.

The Brid, on the other hand, had surrounded herself with as many Folk as possible, no doubt to soak up their forced adoration and respect. I hadn’t ever met her properly, but I knew she’d been vain and self-centred. Her King of Boars had supposedly worshipped her.

I’d wondered before whether he had been a spiritsmith like me. When Ash and I had inspected the Brid’s sleeping chambers after arriving here, the musty animal scent of him had been all over the furniture and fabric. Had he had another form, or had he… slept in there with her as a boar? I didn’t think he could have been a spiritsmith. He’d been able to talk as a boar, and I’d never heard of a spiritsmith being able to speak in an animal form.

Ignoring everyone, I strode across the front hall to the doors that would take me to the training ring. Before I could vanish through them, I heard a voice behind me.

“Good morning, Prince Lonan.”

Glancing back as I pushed open the door, I realised it was the irritating guard from the day before. The one who had insisted on walking with me.

Turning back, I mumbled a, “Good morning,” as I quickened my stride.

She followed. “Sword practice again today?”

“I was considering it,” I muttered, shoulders hunching as I felt her sticking close behind me.

“Would you like a training partner again?”

“No.”

I heard her chuckle. “Well, I can just keep watch by the door. How are you feeling this morning?”

“Fine,” I croaked, the word burning my throat. “I don’t need company. You can go.”

“I don’t mind,” she said cheerfully, following me out into the training ring.

I squinted against the bright sunlight, pain stabbing through my skull. The air was already so dry and dusty out here—too hot. Sweat immediately dampened my skin under my shirt.

“Warm today,” Sanya commented, though she didn’t sound fazed by it.

“It’s always warm,” I heard myself mutter. I wanted to get away from her, but I wasn’t moving, just staring at the empty stretch of space in front of me. My head pounded even harder, the thought of moving even an inch making me want to curl up in a dark corner somewhere instead.

“Maybe you could do something else today,” the guard offered. “I’m happy to accompany you. A walk in the kingswood, perhaps? It’s cooler there.”

My eye twitched. Confusion rose, twisting into something defensive and angry, but it mingled with something else that made me feel weak and pathetic. The desire for company. To not be alone. To have another person nearby—any person, it didn’t matter who. I’d never craved that kind of companionship from anyone but Ash. I’d always been more concerned with avoiding the rest of my family, preferring solitude over them.

But now…

“Why are you doing this?” I gritted out, spinning to face her and trying not to waver when my head throbbed. “Why are you trying so hard to befriend me?”

“You won’t like my answer,” she said simply, crossing her arms. I stared at her, jerking my chin after a few moments to indicate that she should continue anyway.

Was it… some kind of bet made among the guards? A silly game designed to humiliate me, to laugh at me behind my back?

“You look lost,” Sanya said, green eyes soft in a way that made me uncomfortable. “And lonely.”

I could feel heat rising in my cheeks, so I lifted my chin and gave her an imperious look. “I have Ash.”

She grunted, quirking a brow. “I doubt the king has much time for you at the moment. He certainly doesn’t seem to.”

I bristled in defensive anger. “He has only just become king.”

“I know,” she said steadily, “and I can only imagine how taxing it is. How time-consuming. But I’m not talking about the king. I’m talking about you.”

I struggled to answer, not knowing what I could say that wouldn’t make me feel so exposed. “I’m used to being alone.”

“You shouldn’t be,” she said bluntly. “Especially not now. Not here.”

I bared my teeth at her. “What do you even know about it?”

“I don’t, I suppose.” Her shoulders lifted in a brief shrug. “I have a big family. I love them very much. I don’t know what it’s like to… have no one.”

“I don’t have no one,” I snapped. “I have Ash.”

Sanya pursed her lips. “Yes, well, you also have me now, if you want. I’d like to be your friend, Prince Lonan. Or at least… keep you company sometimes. If you find yourself at a loose end.”

I didn’t understand. What would she gain from being my friend? What was in it for her?

“I…” I stepped back, fingers twitching by my sides. “I don’t need a friend.” The words scraped my throat.

“Maybe not, but it might still be nice to have one.” She smiled at me.

I took another step back, trying not to let how flustered I felt show on my face. “I’m… I don’t think I’m going to train today.”

“Alright,” she said easily. “A walk then?”

“No, I… I think I’ll go to the library.”

I hadn’t ever been before, but it sounded like a good escape. Hopefully it would be cool and dark and quiet—all the things I needed. And Sanya wouldn’t be able to pester me with irritating questions that made me feel too exposed.

“I’ll walk you there,” she said, making my shoulders hunch up.

I didn’t say a word as we headed back inside. The library was one floor up, so she left me at the bottom of the big winding staircase in the front hall with a goodbye and softly murmured guidance on which door led to the right room. I hurried up the steps, eager to get away from the disconcerted feeling she instilled in me.


Chapter Twelve

Ash

The moment we made it back to the palace, just as the sun was setting, I went hunting for Lonan.

We’d travelled quicker on our way back, determination to see him forcing me forwards, not letting me stop for breaks until Nua had made me pause and sip some water or eat something.

I was holding myself together by a single thread, my throat aching the entire journey back, tears constantly threatening to spill over. I loved Nua, and I appreciated him going with me, but all I wanted now was to curl up in bed with Lonan, to let myself be vulnerable, to remember that even after everything I’d lost, I’d gained things too. Him. My brother and Gillie. A new purpose now that my old life had been ruthlessly unravelled by the Carlin.

Lonan wasn’t in the training ring, which was the first place I looked. Nor was he in our bedroom or private dining room. I was growing frustrated as I strode back into the front hall, the urge to see him like an unrelenting itch under my skin. I needed to see him. I needed him.

“Jora,” I barked when I spotted her crossing the hall with a bundle of sheets in her arms, no doubt on her way to freshen up our room. “Where’s Lonan?”

She stopped dead, eyes darting. “I’m—I haven’t seen him since this morning, my king.”

Panic stabbed at my chest. Where could he have gone? He wouldn’t have… left, would he? Left seelie? Left me?

A throat cleared behind me, and I whirled around to see one of the guards stationed at the doors to our private wing stepping forward.

“He’s in the library, my king,” she said.

Barely remembering to give her a nod in thanks, I hurried towards the staircase and took the steps two at a time. Server Folk leapt out of my way as I strode down the landing to the double doors to the library, shoving them open.

It was cool and dark in here, the light from the windows blocked by rows of tall bookcases. Dust motes floated in the shafts of sunlight that managed to splash their way across the floor, the wooden boards warped and ancient.

I couldn’t hear anything, but I began striding down the length of the room, peering between bookcases until movement up ahead made me stop.

Lonan appeared, tense and frowning, a book in his pale hand. When he saw it was me, he relaxed, and a tiny smile curved one corner of his mouth.

“You’re back.”

My heart thumped at the sound of his husky voice. At the sight of him, his black shirt loose and untucked over his leathers, the top half of his silky dark hair tied back in a knot. He was so beautiful it made my throat close up. Made me start striding toward him without even answering him.

The moment I reached him, I pushed him back against a bookcase and crushed my mouth to his, thrusting my tongue inside. He grunted in surprise, the book slipping from his hand, and then he was threading his fingers through my hair and kissing me back with just as much force.

Our tongues thrust together hungrily. There was nothing soft or slow about this kiss, but it was making my chest get hot and tight with urgency, making me desperate to get as close to him as possible. To reconfirm what I had gained after coming face to face with everything I’d lost.

To remember why it was all worth it.

I could feel him getting hard against my own stiffening cock, his hips pressing forward as I palmed his ass and squeezed. I slid my hands round, working them into the scant space between our bodies to fumble with the lacing on his trousers, unable to stop kissing him for even a moment.

He groaned against my mouth when I pulled his cock free, squeezing it with hot fingers before cupping his sac, wanting to feel every part of him. I finally tore my mouth from his to attack his neck, lips and tongue and teeth making their way feverishly down until I sank to my knees.

Lonan’s breath caught, hands flying back to grip the shelves either side of him as I nuzzled the tiny nest of jet-black hair at the base of his cock. It was silkier than mine, not as curly or coarse, and I groaned low as I breathed in his scent before mouthing the side of his shaft.

One hand shoved his shirt up, holding it out of the way while the other wrapped around the base of his cock so I could tilt the head towards my mouth. I circled the tip with my tongue, eyes sliding shut in utter bliss from the clean taste of him, chased by just a hint of salt as his cock pulsed.

Long fingers pushed my hair back from my face as I sank my mouth over his cock, cheeks hollowing with a deep, slow suck. Lonan cupped the back of my head, and his chest was heaving when I glanced up at him through my eyelashes.

He was already watching me, hooded eyes unfathomably dark, lips parted around his shuddering breaths and cheeks sweetly flushed. I drew my mouth up his cock, moaning raggedly around it, holding his gaze so he’d see just how much I had missed him. How much I loved him and wanted him.

I gave his cockhead a wet, sucking kiss, dipping the tip of my tongue just inside the slit to make his hips twitch as he gasped above me. Then I licked down one side of his shaft and back up the other, feverish desperation driving me to lick every inch of his cock, to lavish him with attention, to remind him why he wanted me as much as I wanted him.

Lonan was breathing hard now, his cock throbbing against my cheek as I pressed my tongue to the base where it met his sac. I stuck my tongue out, gazing up at him through heavy eyes and grasping his hips in encouragement. He dragged his cock over my waiting tongue, shuddering when pre-cum spilled as I flicked the head with the tip.

Then he was tightening his grip on the back of my head, long fingers snagging in the curls, and holding me steady to plunge his cock inside. I groaned gutturally, my own cock throbbing in my trousers. His jaw clenched before his head fell back against the bookcase, hips bucking to slide his cock in and out of my waiting mouth.

The sound of the door opening at the other end of the room made us both freeze. We could easily be spotted, tucked just between two rows. I almost didn’t care, but Lonan was pulling me up and dragging me deeper between the bookcases. I stumbled after him, dazed and still feeling the weight of him on my tongue. He shoved me back against the bookcase and kissed me with a low moan.

I could hear someone moving around at the other end of the library, humming softly to themselves as they walked slowly down a row. I was relieved to realise it wasn’t Nua or Gillie—I would’ve recognised their voices straight away—because Lonan was slicking his tongue into my mouth and rubbing his straining cock against my stomach, dampening the fabric of my shirt.

I bit back the groan that tried to escape, panting against his mouth and reaching down between our bodies to hurriedly undo the lacing on my trousers. Our cocks met, mine burning hot, with wetness already smeared over the head, my hips immediately straining forward to rub myself against him.

There was a soft, “Ah, here it is,” from the other end of the library, followed by the sound of a book being slid carefully from its shelf as Lonan and I kissed frantically, silently, hidden between the bookcases. The moment I heard the door being closed, followed by retreating footsteps in the hallway, I tore my mouth from Lonan’s and spun to face the bookcase, shoving my trousers down to the tops of my thighs and rucking up my shirt.

Lonan groaned unsteadily, long fingers sliding up my sides to hold my shirt out of the way, allowing me to reach up and grip the shelf by my head so tight my knuckles bleached and my branch fingers creaked. I pushed my hips back, eyelids fluttering when I felt his long, slender cock slide between my cheeks, still damp from my mouth.

His hands roamed feverishly as he thrust against me, sliding over my stomach, up to my chest to thumb my nipples, making me gasp. He pressed his nose to the nape of my neck, panting against my hot skin, nuzzling at my wild curls.

Neither of us had spoken, but I was being unfailingly clear in what I wanted as I pushed back against his cock again. He leaned back, and my balls tightened when I heard him spit, felt his knuckles brush against me as he slicked up his cock.

The warm weight of it vanished before he splayed his long fingers over my ass, thumbs spreading me wider. He spat again, and my cock leapt when I felt wetness land on my hole before he smoothed it with his thumb, pushing just inside.

I was gasping for breath, my face hot, shirt sticking to my back with sweat. Just as Lonan’s cock started pushing inside, the door to the library opened yet again. I almost screamed at them to fuck off, but Lonan wasn’t stopping. I could feel him trembling as he covered my mouth with his palm, steadily tunnelling his cock deeper until his hips were flush against me.

My eyes rolled back in my head, frantic breaths heating his skin. Lonan bit off a gasp as he eased out before sliding back inside in a long, languid thrust. Somewhere in the library, someone muttered to themselves as they walked between the shelves.

I wondered what would happen if they found us. Would they be outraged, make a scene, or would they not dare to interrupt their king getting fucked in the palace library by his unseelie assassin lover? I wasn’t willing to stop—evidently, neither was Lonan—so I guessed we were potentially going to find out.

After another minute of achingly slow thrusts and quiet panting breaths from both of us, the door opened and closed again, all other sounds ceasing as the person left. The moment the latch clicked, Lonan loosed a shuddering groan and slammed his cock in deep.

I choked on a breath, gripping the bookcase tighter as he started pounding his cock inside me, hard and fast and frantic. One hand splayed over my sternum under my shirt, holding me in place for his manic thrusts, while the other squeezed my hip so hard it hurt.

Then he leaned in, wrapping his arms tight around me and pressing himself fully against my back. His teeth sank into my shoulder, and I turned my head to nuzzle at his temple as my body jerked forward repeatedly from his pounding thrusts. The bookcase rattled, an old book next to my hand jolting closer and closer to the edge of the shelf until it fell to the floor with a thud.

One of Lonan’s arms unwound from my middle to slide lower, his long fingers curling around my aching cock. He started pumping it fast, panting into my shoulder as his hips smacked against me, never slowing for a second.

Everything inside me tightened, my legs starting to shake. I tried to shuffle them out wider to steady myself, but they were trapped by my trousers still around the tops of my thighs. Turning my head, I bit down on my forearm to try and muffle my strained shouts as my cock throbbed in Lonan’s hand and began streaming long ribbons of cum.

My hips jerked wildly as I gasped for breath, black spots dancing in my vision until I had to squeeze my eyes shut from the intensity of it. The orgasm was so strong that my insides ached when it finally began to ease off, but a fresh wave of pleasure burst inside me when Lonan let out a broken moan against my neck and his cock flexed. He pushed his hips forward, holding himself as deep inside me as possible as he came, body shaking against my back.

My knees buckled, and only Lonan’s strong arm still clamped around my middle kept me upright. The fingers of my flesh-and-bone hand ached when I finally uncurled them, my head falling forward to thump against the shelf.

Breaths still shuddering out of me, I felt Lonan press a tender kiss to my shoulder through my shirt. He eased his cock out slowly, groaning when my body clung on. His arms wrapped back around me, hands sliding up my chest under my shirt, making me melt into him.

“Welcome back,” he rasped, voice even huskier than normal.

I huffed out a breathless laugh, turning around on trembling legs. Cupping his face, I leaned in and kissed him, soft and deep, our thundering hearts gradually calming together.

“I missed you,” I murmured against his mouth before wrapping my arms around his neck and tucking my face against the soft skin under his ear.

“I could tell.” He kissed my temple, resting his lips there and inhaling. “I missed you too, Oak King.”

We stayed like that for long minutes, until I cleared my throat and pulled back to tuck his hair behind his pointed ear. “How’s it been without me?” I asked with a tiny, crooked smile.

Lonan looked away, stepping back to tuck his cock into his trousers and relace them. “Strange.”

I quickly did the same, even though the need for him was already rising again. His eyes had looked guarded in the split second before he averted his gaze, almost like he was hiding something from me. It reminded me of how tense things had been in the days before I left. A spike of fear made my throat jump with a nervous swallow. I didn’t want to get into that argument again. I didn’t want to give him reasons to get angry at me.

Sliding my fingers through his hair, I closed the distance between us and kissed him again. He still wasn’t wearing his acorn necklace—its warmth was conspicuously absent against the hollow of my throat—but I didn’t dare bring it up, not wanting to hear what he might say.

Instead, I pulled back to grin at him, wrapping my arms around his neck and fiddling with his hair. “Want to have some dinner and go straight to bed?”

His black eyes flashed with hunger, and he leaned in to kiss the corner of my mouth. “Yes.”

“Or, I mean, we could stay here.” I pulled back and hurried over to the book Lonan had dropped on the floor. “Sorry, I interrupted your reading.”

“I don’t mind being interrupted that way.” Lonan followed me, his husky voice making my stomach clench with want.

Crouching down to pick it up, I looked at the cover. Keepers of the Wild: The Mysteries of the Rare Gift of Spiritsmithing.

Straightening, I turned and held the book out to Lonan with a small smile. “Still don’t want to ask Nua and Gillie about the leg?”

I’d mentioned it a few times, but he always got tense when I brought it up. So I’d stopped bringing it up. I desperately wanted to just ask Nua and Gillie myself, but I knew Lonan was wary of showing any kind of weakness, and it would have felt like a betrayal to ask behind his back.

He cleared his throat, taking the book from me. “I brought it up with Gillie over dinner last night.”

I blinked. “Did you?”

Nodding, he walked over to a bookcase and carefully slid the book back onto the shelf. “He said he doesn’t know what will happen to it. He needs his notebooks from the sidhe.”

“Why don’t you take the book with you?” I asked quickly, gesturing at it. “It might say something useful.”

He shook his head, walking back over to me. “It doesn’t.”

I swallowed, tangling my fingers with his as I croaked, “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.” His voice was wooden. “You weren’t the one who bit my leg off.”

“No, but…” I still felt guilty. Responsible. If Lonan hadn’t been trying to protect me, if I hadn’t made that vow…

“You must be tired and hungry.” Lonan squeezed my hand, giving me a small smile. “How was it?”

“Um…” In an instant, everything rushed back. The grief that had choked me as I’d stared into my old home, unable to step foot inside. Seeing it so neglected, forgotten, the garden overgrown, everything inside coated in dust and left to rot.

My chin trembled. Lonan made a soft sound in his throat and enveloped me in his arms, pressing his mouth to the side of my neck.

I let out a shuddering breath, burying my face in his hair. All I’d wanted as we travelled back was to let myself be truly vulnerable with Lonan, to let myself cry until it exhausted me, knowing he would be there to comfort me.

But now that I was back… now that I could see what Lonan was struggling with himself, after already losing so much, I didn’t think it was fair to depend on him that way. To unload all my burdens onto him when he already had so many himself.

I needed to be strong for him. The balance of power was tipped in my favour now. I had an entire stretch of land that was mine. I had subjects and staff. I had the means to keep him safe, to keep him away from his terrible family. I hadn’t wanted any of it, but I wasn’t going to squander it.

I may have been near unkillable now, but Lonan wasn’t. Lonan could still get hurt. One day he would become a king himself, but the thought of us even attempting to take his crown filled me with dread. It would mean going to unseelie. Facing the Carlin. Facing Lonan’s brothers, all while he was still painfully vulnerable.

There’s no rush, I thought as I pulled back and gave Lonan a watery smile. We have all the time in the world. We can’t act rashly. We need a plan.

But I didn’t want to discuss a plan to kill the Carlin. I was still too raw, and the thought of Lonan facing her still scared me too much. So instead, I said, “Let’s go and have some dinner. And then I need a bath.”

Lonan watched me for a few moments, his face sombre, but he nodded and took my hand as we headed for the doors.


Chapter Thirteen

Ash

“Do you want to talk about it?” Lonan asked me later that evening as we lay in bed.

We’d had a quiet dinner together, which had helped to chase away some of the ache still lingering in my chest. After a bath, we’d climbed into bed even though it wasn’t dark yet, deep gold light from the setting sun glowing against the drawn curtains.

“It was…” Pursing my lips, I shuffled closer to Lonan. He shifted onto his back, allowing me to rest my head on his chest. “Sad,” I finished numbly, not sure I had the words to truly articulate how it had felt going back there.

“I’m sure,” Lonan murmured, threading his fingers through my hair.

“I don’t know what will happen to it. To the house,” I croaked, staring at the wall, trying to focus on Lonan’s steady heartbeat beneath my ear. “I don’t know how it works. Dad and Mags owned it outright, so there’s no bank to… It might just sit there. With all their stuff still inside.”

Lonan said nothing. Not that I’d expected him to have an answer—he couldn’t have known what happened to mortal homes after all the mortals in them were gone.

Clearing my throat, I kissed his chest before sitting up. “I got a couple of things.”

Lonan shifted into an upright position as I climbed out of bed to retrieve my satchel. Sitting back down beside him, I opened it and carefully pulled out the items.

“It’s hideous,” I said with a weak chuckle as I smoothed out Dad’s jumper, blinking hard when my eyes grew hot yet again. “But it was his favourite. He’s had it since I was a baby.”

Lonan didn’t say anything, and when I glanced over, his dark eyes looked bleak. Haunted. He was staring at the jumper, long fingers absently rubbing at the scar that ringed his right forearm.

My gut cramped with unease. I hadn’t meant to make him feel guilty by showing him these things, but I could tell what he was thinking. He hadn’t been the one to kill them, but it had still been by his hand—his sword, thanks to his vile brother.

Cupping his chin, I leaned in and kissed his cheek. His eyes flitted to me and away again just as fast, shoulders hunched over almost protectively.

I swallowed. Even though it felt vital for me to share this part of myself with him, I said, “I don’t have to show you—”

“No,” he said immediately. “I want to see them. They’re important to you.”

Exhaling, I shifted the jumper aside and passed him Mags’ cookbook, my fingers clinging to the worn cover with its bumblebee pattern, reluctant to let go.

“I hadn’t realised she’d written a note to me in it,” I said, watching as Lonan carefully flipped the cover back and stared down at Mags’ tiny, neat handwriting. My voice shook as I tried not to burst into tears. “But uh… maybe I can make you something from it.”

Lonan’s long, dark hair obscured his face as he kept his head bent, staring at the book. He closed it abruptly and set it down on the bed. I heard him let out a shaky breath.

“Ash—”

“No,” I interrupted, tangling my fingers through his and squeezing. “It wasn’t you. It wasn’t your fault. So don’t.”

He said nothing, hunching over further as I picked up the picture frame and shuffled closer to him.

“I spotted something in this.” I tried to keep my tone light, but my voice still wobbled. Resting my head on his shoulder, I pointed at the little black cat hiding in the corner of the photo.

Lonan tensed up. “I’m sorry,” he said stiffly. “I hadn’t meant to intrude—”

“No, I’m glad you’re in it.” I kissed his shoulder. “I’m glad you were there.”

Setting the photo down, I shifted to face him, clutching both of his hands. “You were always there, weren’t you?” I asked him quietly.

He went pink. At length, he gave a stiff nod. Reaching up, I cupped his face and leaned in to kiss him.

“Thank you,” I murmured.

“It didn’t do much good in the end,” he mumbled, looking down to shield his gaze from me. I squeezed his hands.

“If they hadn’t taken me, we probably never would’ve met, so I don’t wish it hadn’t happened. That part, at least. I wish… I wish my parents were still alive, but…” I took a deep, shaky breath. “Maybe it’s easier that they aren’t. My life is here now. I wouldn’t have been able to have both.”

“You should’ve had the choice,” he bit out. “You should have been able to decide for yourself. The Carlin took that away from you.”

Fury flared at the mention of her, making my fingers squeeze his tighter. Trying to calm myself, I said, “Yes, that’s true. But there’s no point thinking about it now.”

Letting my gaze drift over to the photograph, I stared at my parents.

“That doesn’t mean I’m not going to fulfil the vows I made,” I said hoarsely. “I’m going to kill her. And Balor.”

Lonan let out a long breath. Slowly, he said, “I saw him.”

My gaze snapped back to him. “Who? Balor?”

He nodded. A rush of protective anger made me tremble, almost made me jump up from the bed and grab my bow to go and find that piece of shit right then.

“How?” I bit out. “Where was he?”

Lonan cleared his throat. “I went for a walk last night and ended up near the forest.”

I stared at him, the anger melting into pure dread. “You… you weren’t going to go in, were you?”

“No.”

Swallowing, I reluctantly asked, “And… Balor was there?”

“Yes. Skulking at the edge of seelie land.”

“Why?” I whispered.

Lonan sighed, shifting to lean back against the headboard. He absentmindedly worried the sheet over his lap. “He wants me to help him kill our mother.”

I stared at him. “Balor wants to kill her?”

“He thinks he will become king.” Before I could ask, he added, “I didn’t tell him that it will be me. He probably wouldn’t have believed it if I had.”

Another wave of anger washed over me, this time on Lonan’s behalf. “They all underestimate you.”

He huffed without humour. “He called me their trained dog.”

My hands clenched into fists. “I’ll fucking kill him.”

“Or I will.” Black eyes, hard and cold, fixed on me. “He threatened your life. Said he was going to find a way to kill you, like you killed the Brid.”

Fear streaked through me. He’d been there, when I’d shot the Carlin with Gadleg’s venom. He’d heard me foolishly boast about having it, though he had been whimpering in pain with an arrow in his dick. But I didn’t think it would take much for either of them to realise why—why I’d had the venom of the mighty serpent that inhabited the Isle of Hybra, the place that was so treacherous and difficult for any Folk to reach. Why I’d bothered to go and get it.

I tried to relax. Nua had said that no one had attempted to cross the fingerstones. We had spies watching the north shore, and there’d been no sign of anyone on that desolate beach.

“He can’t get to us here,” I said, trying to make my voice sound confident. “There’s nothing he can do.”

Lonan watched me, eyes sombre. “One day I will have to leave, Ash.”

My chest clenched with panic. “Not yet though,” I said quickly. “We’re not ready. We don’t have a plan. It’s too dangerous.”

For him.

Lonan licked his lips, voice hesitant when he said, “Perhaps we should start thinking of a way to—”

“Not yet,” I repeated. “I—We—We’re still getting settled here. Maybe I can—When I have more time, I can look through the Brid’s stuff again. Maybe she had something—an easy way to kill the Carlin.”

“If she had something that told her how to kill the Carlin, she would have done it years ago.”

“Not necessarily,” I blurted. “The Carlin was familiar to her. Killing her would have meant standing opposite a new unseelie ruler. One of her sons.” I offered him a tiny smile. “Maybe the thought of that scared her more than her desire to beat the Carlin.”

Lonan didn’t look convinced, but he said, “I had never heard of the Brid being all that concerned with beating the Carlin. My mother is obsessed with ruling over all fae land. Unseelie and seelie, and probably the Woods of Orna. The Brid didn’t seem to have much interest in that. She already had enough Folk here. Enough land.”

“Okay, so maybe she did have something then,” I offered. “Something she never bothered to use. We should check first. We shouldn’t… we shouldn’t run into anything half-cocked.” Lonan looked confused by the phrase, so I clarified, “We shouldn’t do anything until we’re completely ready. Your crown isn’t going anywhere. Unless… I mean, unless you’re eager to become king?”

“Not… eager.” Lonan pursed his lips. “But it almost feels pointless to wait.”

“No,” I blurted. “It’s… it’s not pointless. We don’t know if the Carlin is planning anything. We should—I’ll get more spies to watch unseelie from the forest. See if we can spot anything.”

“They won’t be able to spot much.” Lonan sounded doubtful. Panic made me grip his hands tight.

“Please,” I croaked. “We’re not ready. Just a bit more time.”

He stared at me before slowly nodding. “Alright. We’ll wait.”

Relief made me sag. I leaned in to kiss his cheek. “Thank you.”

I knew I couldn’t delay it forever. I knew Lonan would become king eventually. But not yet. I just wanted more time with him first. Time to be together. Time knowing he was truly safe, when none of them could touch him.

Time when he was only mine, just for a little while longer, until I had to share him with others. With a whole kingdom. We’d both worked so hard, lost so much, to be together. It felt reckless and foolish to needlessly throw it all away too soon, to rush into more danger when we had the luxury of waiting now.

I carefully shifted my parents’ belongings off the bed, then crawled over to him. Tugging him down onto his back, I nestled my hips between his thighs and crushed my mouth to his, not wanting to think about anything beyond this room. Beyond him and his beautiful face, his lean body, the taste of him on my tongue.

Just for a little while longer.


Chapter Fourteen

Ash

It hadn’t felt like it at the time, but going back to my old house had helped.

It was like I’d lanced a festering boil I hadn’t even realised had been paining me. Getting to say goodbye to my old life, getting to keep little pieces of my parents, had lessened the grief.

It hadn’t erased the boiling fury towards the Carlin and her other sons. That still lingered, hot and sour under my skin, but most days, I didn’t have enough time to really think about it. I hadn’t realised there’d be so much to do as a king, but in the weeks that followed mine and Nua’s journey to the mortal world, I was busy from the moment I woke up until dinner, every single day.

I was still holding the open court every week, but Nua had wondered aloud whether we might need to make it two days a week, because the line of Folk waiting to see me usually stretched from the door to the throne room out onto the living steps, and half of them didn’t even get to speak to me. In the days that followed, Nua and I would sit and go through all the issues they’d brought to me, trying to find ways to resolve them fairly.

Then there were my lessons on seelie history with Nua. I’d tried to read those fat old books from the library, but they were so dull I kept falling asleep, so I’d asked if Nua would help me, and he’d happily agreed.

On top of that was the time he spent teaching me the intricacies of running a kingdom. Tithes, land ownership, acting as judge and jury for those who committed crimes. Even who I wanted as my royal merchants for jewellery, clothing, food, wine… I’d been tempted to just keep them all the same as the Brid’s, but Nua had advised me that it might be better to at least consider other options. That being a royal merchant gave a business a position of power, an edge over all their competitors, and the Brid had kept the same ones for centuries. Fairness dictated that others should get a chance at the privilege.

I didn’t really see how it was such a privilege. I was just a person. I wore clothes the same as anyone else. I ate and drank the same as anyone else. I didn’t need special versions of those things. I told Nua as much, and he’d gently said that actually, I did.

Frankly, it was all overwhelming. Terrifying. I chastised myself now when I thought back to those first few weeks after I’d killed the Brid. It hadn’t sunk in fully at the time, but I’d already been cocky. Confident I could handle it all.

I didn’t think I could handle any of it.

When the royal treasurer droned on about tithes and the royal coffers and staff wages and the costs of constant palace repairs, I sat there sweating, not understanding half of it. When the head of the guards politely asked for a meeting to discuss our strategy of defence to protect seelie borders, I panicked about making the wrong decisions that would put everyone here at risk. When the chief spy returned from the forest with a list of updates about the unseelie guards’ movements—where they tended to lurk, who they’d been spotted speaking to—I grew distracted, wondering what the Carlin was planning and fixating on how I could keep Lonan safe.

I was so overwhelmed, so scared that I was making all the wrong decisions, that most nights I barely had the energy to speak to Lonan over dinner. I forced myself to, forced myself to smile and laugh and ask him what he’d been up to, but my brain was always swirling with everything I’d learned that day, second-guessing every decision I’d made, worrying that all I was doing was making mistakes.

I didn’t want Lonan to think I wasn’t capable, so I didn’t say anything to him. And if this was what being a king meant, I was even more reluctant for us to go and take his crown from the Carlin. I already barely got to spend any time with him. If he were in the same position, all the way on the other side of the forest, we’d never see each other. We’d never have the time.

At least while he was here, I got to sleep next to him every night. At least I had those few quiet hours each evening, when we were alone in our room together, to decompress, to try to forget the weight of responsibility on my shoulders. At least while he was here, not a king, I had him all to myself.

I didn’t know exactly what Lonan got up to every day while I was busy, but I thought he mainly stayed in the training ring. I’d promised I would teach him archery, but I hadn’t been able to yet. With each day that passed, I felt more and more guilty that I was neglecting him. He never complained, and he’d always been quiet, but I could sense that something was… off.

To try and combat it, to try and chase away the bleakness in his eyes, I showered him with love and affection and attention in the precious few hours I got with him each day. I clung to him, whether we were in the bath or sitting by the unlit fire or lying in bed. I was too mentally exhausted to hold long conversations most of the time, so I tried to show him how much I loved him in other ways. By wrapping myself around him and clinging on tight as we slept. By kissing my way down his chest and stomach to suck him off slowly. By tugging him on top of me as we got into bed so he could fuck me before I fell asleep.

I knew sex wasn’t a cure-all. I knew it wasn’t enough on its own to keep our relationship strong. I knew it didn’t automatically fix things. But at the same time, a weak part of me hoped that maybe it would. Maybe it would be enough. Because it was all I had the mental energy to offer him at the moment, and I was becoming more and more bitter about that fact every day.

It made my mood grow blacker and blacker the longer I had to sit and listen to petty squabbles and make ridiculous decisions that didn’t even seem important to me, like which business I used to supply the palace’s fruit and vegetables, or which colour thread I’d like on my outfit for the changing of the seasons, which was months away but already being worked on.

I’d always had a short temper. A hot temper. But now, I could barely stop myself from snapping at the Folk who came to me with their problems and questions. I could barely keep myself still as I slumped in my throne, fidgeting restlessly, wishing I was anywhere else.

Nua noticed, and he constantly asked if I was alright. Now, the question was starting to irritate me every time he asked it, and I’d had to stop myself from snapping at him as well. It made me feel even guiltier, because the only good thing about all of this was getting to spend time with him. I just wished that time could have been like before—back at his and Gillie’s sidhe in the forest, where we would cook meals together and sit talking about nothing and playing the silly card games Gillie loved so much. Without this monumental pressure on my back, weighing me down. Sometimes, I thought I could feel the oath I’d made to the seelie Folk at my coronation—the one between my shoulder blades—burning and itching. Like it was reminding me that it was there. Not letting me forget my responsibilities.

I was only twenty-two. Only just twenty-two. This all felt like too much for someone so young, especially as I was surrounded by Folk who were far, far older than me. Even most of the palace staff had been here for decades—Jora was forty-six, for fuck’s sake, despite looking younger than I did.

I just needed a break. A day to spend time with Lonan, to do something fun, but I worried about it making me look weak. I’d been king for weeks. The Brid had been queen for centuries.

But after another few days of it—of getting to see Lonan for only a few hours a day, of a constant line of Folk coming to give me information or complain about issues or ask me to make decisions—the pressure got too much. When Nua and I were eating a quick lunch in the rose garden one afternoon, I decided to bring it up.

“Do you think I could…” I kept my eyes on my flatbread, picking at the cured meat and oil-slick sundried tomatoes on top. “Do you think I could have a day off soon?”

My face immediately heated, the question sounding childish and lazy. But Nua cocked his head, blinking at me in surprise.

“Of course you can, Ash. You can have as many days off as you want.”

I shook my head. “No, I can’t. But I just… I feel like I just need a day to do something else. Something with Lonan. I’m… I’m worried about him.”

Nua didn’t say anything at first, bending his head as he plucked a tomato from his flatbread and popped it into his mouth. After a pause, he cleared his throat. “Lonan does seem… more reserved than normal.”

“He seems unhappy,” I heard myself croak before I could stop the words.

Nua set down his lunch and placed a gentle hand on my arm. “Have you talked to him about it? Asked him?”

Feeling ashamed, I shook my head. I didn’t ask Lonan, because I didn’t want to hear the answer.

“Have you thought about the future, Ash?” Nua asked gently. “About… where Lonan will stay? Because I really don’t think it’s good for him to be here—”

“He’s going to be king,” I blurted, then immediately looked around to make sure no one was near. It felt like dangerous information.

“Wh-what?” Shock coloured Nua’s voice. “Unseelie king?”

“Yes.”

“How… how do you know that?”

“Ogma told him.”

“Gods,” Nua breathed, sitting back and staring at a bush of fat peach roses opposite us. A bumblebee hovered nearby, weaving lazily between the blooms. Its drone reminded me of my past life—of sitting in the garden in the summer with Dad and Mags, drinking Mags’ freshly made iced tea, listening to a distant neighbour’s lawnmower, talking about nothing in particular.

Suddenly, I was hit with a wave of grief so intense I almost doubled over.

I want my dad. My chin trembled, so I looked down before Nua could see it. I want him to tell me everything will be okay. I want him to help me. I can’t do this on my own.

“So… Lonan will leave one day,” Nua said. “When the Carlin dies.”

I flinched, staring vacantly down at the dusty stone ground beneath my boots. Yes, Lonan was going to leave one day.

“He’s going to kill her,” I said, my voice surprisingly calm. “We’re going to kill her. To keep him safe.”

Nua let out a shuddering breath. “Ash—”

“But not yet. We’re not ready. We’ve agreed to wait.”

“Wait for how long? How would you even do it? Have you found a way?”

“He has her name. But that doesn’t mean he’s ready,” I rushed out. “He’s still adjusting to his leg. He’s… he’s been through so much. He just needs some time first.”

Nua nodded. “Did he tell you that?”

I flushed. “I mean… not really. But he did agree to wait. It’s not like he’s desperate to become king or anything.”

“Alright.” Nua sounded unsure. “I think it’s probably best if no one knows this, Ash. If word got out that the future unseelie king is living on seelie land…”

I stiffened, jerking my head up sharply to stare at him. “Have you heard anyone conspiring against Lonan? Talking about hurting him?”

“No, no.” Nua shook his head. “But he is still the Carlin’s former assassin. I’m sorry, Ash, but he is… not well-liked among any of the Folk. It wasn’t just unseelie who he killed for her. It was solitary fae too. Seelie Folk who were in the forest. The Carlin kept Lonan very, very busy.”

“She controlled him,” I seethed. “How can anyone blame him for what she forced him to do?”

“Those were only rumours,” Nua reminded me. “Never confirmed. People don’t know for certain that her sons don’t have their full names, and to admit it would be seen as a weakness. Like she is incapable of controlling them otherwise.”

“I know, but… it’s not fair.” I gestured absently at the rose garden wall, beyond which, far in the distance, sat the forest edge. “I’ve killed so many people too. Mostly unseelie guards, but some seelie. And that broon. And… and the Brid.”

“The Brid’s death was not seen as a crime among the seelie,” Nua said grimly. “It was seen as a mercy. You are their saviour.”

I squirmed with discomfort. “It was still… it was still murder.”

I didn’t let myself think the word often, because it broke me out in a cold sweat. But it was the truth. I’d murdered people. I was a murderer.

Sometimes I didn’t recognise myself anymore.

“The Folk don’t think the same way as mortals, Ash.” Nua gave me a sad smile. “You killed the ruler who had tormented and killed them for years. To them, it was justice. An eye for an eye. Trust me, none of the seelie think badly of you for it.”

“What about you?” I croaked, my throat dry. “What do you think of me for doing it? For killing her? Our… our mother.”

“Ash…” Nua reached over and squeezed my hand. “I don’t think badly of you. How could I? You did it to keep me safe. And Gillie and Lonan. You did it for the right reasons, not to seize power.”

Exhaling heavily, I sat forward and scrubbed my face. “The mortal in me wants to argue that there are never right reasons for murder. That it makes me no better than her.”

“You are better than her.” Nua gripped my shoulder. “Ash, you are better than her, but you have to… you have to make sure you stay that way. Power can corrupt.”

My head snapped up, a brief flash of anger flaring. “You think I’m corrupt?”

“No, no, I don’t.” Nua shook his head, eyeing me warily. “I’m just saying that people in your position… When you are surrounded by Folk fawning over you, agreeing with everything you say, deferring to your every whim, it is easy to succumb.”

Suddenly, all I could see were Gadleg’s monstrous snake eyes peering down at me, her hissing voice offering the bargain in exchange for her venom. I had to go back in seven years for her to judge me, to judge my actions. Fear made my stomach cramp.

“I won’t succumb.” My voice was hoarse. “I won’t let it change me.”

“Good.” Nua squeezed my shoulder before letting go and taking a breath. “Anyway, yes. You deserve a day off. You’ve worked so hard. Far harder than the Brid ever did.”

A tiny kernel of pleasure let me smile at my brother. At least it was all worth it. At least I was making a difference. And surely it would become easier with time. It wouldn’t be like this forever.

“Thank you,” I told Nua, the relief audible in my voice. “I’ll be fine after a day. I just want to spend some time with Lonan. Do something relaxing.”

“Tomorrow?” Nua offered. “You only have one meeting, with the royal merchant overseer, but we can reschedule that. It won’t be anything pressing.”

I snorted. “Just asking me if I want brass or gold eyelets on my boots?”

His mouth quirked. “Most likely.”

“Okay. Tomorrow then.” I sat up straighter, smiling as excited warmth filled my stomach. I couldn’t wait to tell Lonan that we’d get a whole day together to do whatever we wanted. I could finally teach him archery. Or we could spend all day in bed, answering the door only for Jora to bring us food.

Whatever made him happy, I would do it.


Chapter Fifteen

Ash

I ended up working even later than usual thanks to the chief spy appearing in the palace that evening, saying he needed to speak with me urgently.

“We have seen the unseelie prince lurking at the edge of seelie land several times now,” he told me, which made me sit up straight in my throne.

“What?” I barked. “Lonan has been going to the forest?”

“Not him. The eldest. Balor.” The chief spy, Morrin, couldn’t keep the disdain out of his voice, his lip curling. He was a tall, lanky fae, and with his deep brown skin and glittering eyes, he reminded me of an insect. “Often alone, but sometimes with a small retinue of guards. Your serpents can get closer than we can, my king. Perhaps it is time you call them back to speak with them.”

Fear skittered through me. I knew that as seelie ruler, I had dominion over all cattle and serpents—excluding Mol and Gadleg—and could apparently converse with them. But how the fuck did that work? Morrin had been telling me for weeks to call back the serpents who acted as spies for the seelie ruler in the forest so they could tell me what they’d heard and seen. I hadn’t done it yet because I didn’t want to look like a fool when everyone expected me to be able to magically understand snakes, yet no one was actually telling me how. I was reminded, much to my distaste, of constantly being told to “shed my mortal skin” when it turned out that no one had any fucking idea how I was even supposed to do it.

“Maybe,” I muttered. “But it’s not like he can get onto seelie land. So what danger is there?”

“He is planning something,” Morrin said bluntly. “He has to be. Perhaps he only wants to kill the exiled prince, but it could be something more.”

I gritted my teeth at that statement, at the flippant way he referred to Lonan’s brother potentially planning to murder him as if that wasn’t a big deal. A fucking enormous deal.

Except I already knew that wasn’t what Balor was skulking around for. He wanted Lonan for himself. And he wanted Lonan to help him kill the Carlin. “Well, Lonan isn’t going to leave, so he’s safe. Keep watching them.”

“Of course, Luad.” Morrin inclined his head. “And as I said, perhaps it would be wise to call back your serpents to—”

“I will,” I snapped, embarrassment setting me on edge. “But I’m asking you to watch them too.”

The chief spy paused, then nodded once. “Yes. Of course, Luad.”

I took a breath to try and calm down. “Is there anything else?”

“The north shores remain free of unseelie,” Morrin said in his flat, matter-of-fact voice. “No one has attempted to cross the fingerstones. The Carlin has not left unseelie land, nor have her other two sons. We heard some unseelie visiting Orna’s market say that Prince Bres has not been seen for many weeks.”

I tensed. “But he definitely hasn’t tried to reach Hybra?”

If the Carlin had figured out that Gadleg’s venom could kill me and was going to send any of her sons to try and retrieve it, it would be Bres. Cethlen may have been cunning and wholly capable, but he was still blind, and the journey over the fingerstones was treacherous. Balor was too important to her to risk his life. Which left Bres.

“No, he hasn’t attempted to cross the fingerstones. He hasn’t been seen in the forest at all.”

I frowned, wondering where Bres was and what he was doing, but unless he was trying to hurt Lonan, and until I decided to go and kill him alongside the other two brothers, he wasn’t a major concern.

“Keep an eye out for him,” I told Morrin. “But Balor is the bigger threat. He’s the worst of them.”

“Indeed,” Morrin said grimly.

“I appreciate the update.” I made a move to stand. “If there’s nothing else—”

“Actually, Luad, there is.”

Exhaling a silent breath, I sat back down.

“My spies have seen one of the seelie noble Folk out in the forest often. Usually around the market.”

I frowned. “Who?”

“Abar, my king.”

“The fae who came to your first open court,” Nua murmured to me. “Who complained about his new living conditions.”

“Oh.” I looked at Morrin. “Is that unusual, then? What was he doing?”

“Somewhat. The noble Folk don’t typically visit the forest. They think it’s beneath them.” Morrin somehow managed to convey his disdain despite the lack of emotion in his voice. “He was seen conversing with merchants, but he did slip off. My spy didn’t follow.”

Irritation bloomed. “Why not?”

“Because we have not been tasked with spying on any seelie, my king,” Morrin said blandly. “I’m merely sharing it with you because I’m aware that the noble Folk aren’t best pleased with being removed from the palace.”

“So you think he’s planning something?” I asked immediately.

“I couldn’t comment on that.”

I gritted my teeth. “You’re the chief spy for a reason. Aren’t you supposed to be good at detecting when someone is acting suspiciously?”

“At this stage, the only somewhat suspicious thing is him entering the forest at all. We didn’t see him do anything else that could be deemed nefarious.”

“Because your spy lost sight of him,” I got out between clenched teeth.

“As I said, Luad, we have not been tasked with spying on the seelie.” Morrin’s emotionless face was making me even more annoyed, for some reason. “We can, of course, start monitoring him, if that is what you wish.”

“Of course it fucking is,” I snapped. “He’s obviously up to something.”

“Not necessarily, Ash,” Nua offered hesitantly. “Perhaps he thinks he can get goods cheaper in the forest’s market, if he’s still unwilling to find work.”

I snorted. “Yeah, well, let’s just hope that’s all it is. Watch him,” I told Morrin.

“Yes, Luad.”

What was that noble fae doing? I remembered the utter loathing in his eyes when he’d looked at Lonan that day at the open court. Was he planning to hurt Lonan? Do something to him?

“Get your spies to watch all of the noble Folk,” I said to Morrin. If Abar was planning something, I doubted he would do it alone. And I doubted he would get his own snooty hands dirty. Maybe he was trying to recruit solitary Folk into whatever he was doing.

Or maybe he didn’t even need to. Maybe his visits to the forest were entirely innocent, but he was planning something with the rest of the noble fae. Or other seelie fae. Nua had said they all liked me as king because I’d gotten rid of the Brid, but sentiment only went so far. I’d brought Lonan here. The unseelie assassin prince who had been a different kind of nightmare to the Folk. The wraith sent out to slaughter people in the dead of night. The only unseelie who had been able to get onto seelie land without invitation before I brought him here myself.

My gaze snapped over Morrin’s shoulder to the other end of the throne room as its great doors were heaved open. Two palace staff walked in, one holding a broom and the other a cloth, before they stopped dead at the sight of us. Ducking into bows, they hurried back out. But I kept staring at the door after it had closed.

Jora had told me that the palace staff hadn’t liked the noble Folk, but she didn’t speak for all of them. Maybe they had allies here. Maybe there were some staff they still spoke to.

Maybe the broons who worked in the palace brewery. Fear skittered down my spine, mingling with the guilt that threatened to choke me every time I thought of the broon I’d shot dead for no reason other than saving my own skin in front of the Brid. They didn’t seem to hold it against me, but no one in their right mind would act openly hostile towards their king. And how the fuck could they not? I’d killed one of them. An innocent fae who was just doing his job. I’d killed him right here in this room.

My heart started to pound, sweat beading under my arms. Wanting to escape, I stood up quickly. “If that’s all—”

“One more thing, Luad.”

I tried to take a calming breath as I sank back onto my throne, gripping the armrests tight so I didn’t fiddle nervously with my shirt. I didn’t want to be here anymore, and the horrible memories were joined by frustrated anger when Morrin didn’t continue.

“What?” I snapped, hoping that the sweat dampening my hairline wasn’t obvious. Don’t show weakness. Don’t show them.

“It’s less to do with the unseelie threat, but still… strange.”

“Yes?” I prompted, growing even more impatient and desperate to get away. To get back to my rooms and be with Lonan. To forget everything else.

“The forest is growing warm.”

I stared at him blankly when he didn’t elaborate. At least the ridiculousness of his statement chased away some of the panic tightening my chest. “What?”

“The Woods of Orna are growing very warm. Warmer than they ever have before.”

Was he kidding? It was already past dinnertime, which meant Lonan might have eaten without me. I didn’t have fucking time for this.

“And?” I said impatiently, tamping down my irritated scowl.

“My job is to report anything and everything unusual in the woods, Luad,” Morrin said flatly. “And this is unusual. The forest is too warm.”

I let out a bark of laughter, giving Nua an incredulous look. “How am I meant to do anything about that?”

But Nua was staring at Morrin, a worried frown creasing his brow. “It’s coming from here?”

“Huh?” I glanced between Nua and Morrin. The latter shifted on his feet, gaze flitting to me then back to my brother.

“It would seem that way, Prince Nua. It is warmest at the seelie border, and cools down the further you go. But it is penetrating the woods deeper every day.”

“I don’t understand,” I snapped impatiently. “It’s summer. Of course it’s going to be warmer. It’s not like the forest is unaffected by the seasons. It was colder when we were there, Nua. After I left unseelie.”

“It isn’t unaffected, no.” Nua gazed at me, green eyes filled with worry. “But for Morrin to notice how warm the forest is getting means that it is getting unusually warm, Ash. Morrin knows the forest better than any other fae in this land.”

“Okay, so Morrin can tell us why it’s getting warmer.” I resisted the urge to roll my eyes as I gave the spy an expectant look.

He gazed back impassively. “I believe it’s you, Luad.”

My spine snapped straight. “Excuse me?”

“It’s coming from seelie. Which means it is you.”

I spluttered indignantly. “Okay, so… so what? So I’m making the forest a bit warmer. I’m not doing it on purpose. And how am I even doing it?”

“Because you’re stronger than the Carlin,” Nua murmured. “The balance is wrong.”

“What balance?” I frowned at him and Morrin.

The latter answered. “The balance of everything. Nature. Life for all of us.”

Sweat beaded on my brow once more as I glanced between them again, panic making my heart rate increase. “What? But I’m not doing anything. I’m not… How can it be that bad?”

On top of everything else I was dealing with, now I was being told that I was literally affecting the balance of nature? What the fuck?

My heart started to pound. “I don’t understand what that means.”

“It means your power is stronger than the Carlin’s, and it is creeping into the forest. Towards unseelie.”

I tried to laugh, but it came out weak. “How the hell can I be stronger than her?”

“It is not up to us to question the Higher Spirits.”

I scowled at Morrin, anger making my hands clench around the armrests of my throne. “This isn’t the Higher Spirits, this is me. It’s not like they decide every fucking detail of my life.” I faltered, glancing at Nua. “Do they?”

Maybe they did. Maybe I had absolutely no control over any of it. Maybe they could have stopped the Carlin stealing me from the mortal world and had chosen not to. Maybe they’d orchestrated it so I would make that vow to Lonan and forget him, so I would be driven to kill the Brid instead of being distracted by him.

Maybe Gadleg had made that deal with me because she could control the outcome anyway. Maybe she was going to somehow force me to be a terrible person so that she’d get to take my life.

Red-hot anger flared, and I shot out of my throne. “This is bullshit. So now I’m being blamed for something I have no control over?”

“No one is blaming you for anything, Ash,” Nua said calmly.

I pointed an accusing finger at Morrin. “You’re making it sound like I’m trying to… I don’t even know. Take over unseelie like the Carlin tried to do with us? Why the fuck would I want to do that? I have enough to deal with already.”

“I wasn’t trying to make it sound like anything.” Morrin’s voice was still infuriatingly mild. “My job is to tell you what is happening in the forest. Nothing more.”

“Why does it even matter if it’s getting a bit warmer?” I exploded. “It’s not like a slightly warmer summer will affect the fucking balance of nature. Places in the mortal world have heatwaves all the time.”

Okay, maybe that wasn’t the best argument, given the state of the mortal world.

“It matters because we can already see how it is affecting the forest,” Morrin said. “Leaves are starting to wilt. New growths are struggling to draw the moisture they need from the soil. Plants are dying off quicker.”

I sat back down heavily, starting to feel sick. “I don’t… How do I stop it?”

“The balance needs to be restored.” Nua gave me a meaningful look. “Unseelie needs a new ruler. A stronger ruler.”

My stomach squeezed tight with terror. I licked my dry lips and lowered my eyes, refusing to meet my brother’s gaze. “Well, it’s not like I—”

The words got stuck in my throat, sending fresh panic through me. I couldn’t even say that I had no control over that, because I did.

Because I could go to Lonan right now and tell him it was time, tell him that we needed to kill the Carlin. Not just for him, or for me, but for everything.

What would Lonan say if I told him that my power was infecting the forest, that it was creeping towards unseelie, towards his land? Would he immediately run to kill the Carlin so he could become king? Would he be angry with me?

Swallowing around the lump in my throat, I looked at Morrin. “You said it’s still cool the deeper you go in the forest?”

“Yes.” He paused. “But it is getting warmer every day, Luad.”

“But we still have time,” I rushed out. “It’s not like… like a few warmer weeks are going to kill off everything. And nature adapts, doesn’t it? Plants adapt. Animals adapt.”

“To an extent,” Morrin said slowly. “But I’m not sure I understand what you mean by having time, Luad. Unless the Carlin dies in the next few months, we are all powerless. All Folk. We will just have to see what the Higher Spirits have in store for all of us.”

“Maybe the Higher Spirits will get rid of the Carlin,” I said too eagerly, “if they see what’s happening. That’s what they do, right? Look after nature?”

And that would mean Lonan would never have to risk his life by trying to kill her. He would just… become king one day while he was here. Just like that. And then he would be too strong for anyone to kill him. He would be safe.

“It is in their hands now, Luad,” Morrin told me solemnly.

But it wasn’t, not necessarily. It was in our hands. It was in Lonan’s hands. He had the power to kill her now if he wanted to. But the thought of it sent terror spiralling through me. No, we weren’t ready. He wasn’t ready. I wasn’t ready for it yet.

I didn’t say any of that to Morrin, and I refused to look at Nua as I stood. “I appreciate the information, Morrin.”

“You’re welcome, Luad.” The spy bowed shallowly at me, then Nua, before turning on his heel to slink out of the room. The moment he was gone, I headed for the door to the private part of the palace.

“Ash…” Nua began.

“Hopefully you’ll catch Gillie before he eats your dinner.” I opened the door, desperate to get away before Nua tried to talk to me about anything. Why did I tell him Lonan’s going to become unseelie king? “Goodnight!”

I strode quickly down the corridor, nodding at the few staff I passed, who all stopped and bowed even though I’d told them they didn’t have to do that. But it was getting easier to just ignore it, rather than it making me feel wildly uncomfortable.

The guards stationed outside our private rooms opened the doors for me with a quiet, “Good evening, Luad.”

I mumbled it back, breathing a sigh of relief when the doors shut behind me and I continued down the hallway. Peeking into the dining room, I saw a single cloche waiting at my usual place, whereas Lonan’s had been cleared. Guilt pinched at my insides. Dinner was one of the few times we got to spend together, and I’d missed it.

When I opened our bedroom door, I stopped dead at the sight of Lonan sprawled naked on the bed, lying on his belly with one knee cocked. Lust and love mingled with the guilt still swirling inside me, the latter growing stronger as I stared at him.

Should I tell him? About what was happening to the forest?

I had to. I didn’t want to hide things from him. It was bad enough that I was hiding how unsettled I felt. How out of control my emotions were. I couldn’t hide this, not when it pertained directly to him and his future kingdom. The place he came from.

But… not now. I didn’t have to tell him right now. I’d only just found out myself. And I had something better to tell him—something positive for once.

Exhaling a quiet breath, I shook off the unease still gnawing at my gut and tugged off my boots before padding over to the bed. He was asleep, I realised, his hair still damp from a bath, his thick drying cloth discarded beside him on the bed.

Climbing onto the mattress, I carefully crawled up his body until I could place a kiss on the twin dimples at the small of his back. My eyes slipped shut as I breathed in his scent, cool and crisp like winter smoke.

Lonan roused as I trailed more kisses up his spine. He sucked in a breath, then stretched with a little grunt, making me smile against his skin.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to doze off.” His voice was husky from sleep, sending lust shivering down my spine. “I made the mistake of lying down after my bath.”

I chuckled, reaching up to push aside his hair so I could press a kiss to his neck. “It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry I missed dinner.”

He sighed, and when I lifted my head I saw his eyes fixed on nothing as he said, “It’s fine. I understand.”

The guilt returned, clawing away any pleasurable feelings. I didn’t want him to think about it anymore, so I quickly asked, “Guess what?”

Lonan shifted his cheek on the pillow, black eyes darting to the side to look at me as I hovered over him. “What?”

I grinned, dipping down to kiss the corner of his mouth. “I have the whole day free tomorrow.”

He turned onto his back within the cage of my arms, long legs spreading to frame mine. “Really?”

“Yes. I told Nua I wanted a day off so we could spend time together.”

His black eyes grew wary. “You and Nua?”

I huffed, darting down to kiss him. “Me and you, obviously.”

“Oh.” Pleasure flittered over his sharp features, his lips curving into a tiny smile. “The whole day?”

“Yep. We can do whatever we want.” Lowering myself onto my elbows, I nuzzled his cheek before making my way to his neck. “We can stay in bed all day…” I said between kisses. “Or we can go somewhere. Whatever you want.”

Lonan tipped his chin up to give me more room, hands slipping under my untucked shirt and sliding up my sides. “You know I will pick bed all day while you’re doing that.”

I chuckled, trailing my lips back up to press a kiss to the soft skin beneath his ear. “You don’t have to decide right now.”

“Good.” He sighed with pleasure, kneading my shoulder blades beneath my shirt and making me want to melt.

After kissing the shell of his ear, I made my way back to his mouth and crushed my lips to his. Lonan’s fingers tightened on my back, hips shifting as our tongues glided together. I pressed my lower body to his, moaning when I felt the stiffening length of his cock against the front of my trousers.

Breaking the kiss, I grinned against his mouth. “You know, I really love it when you’re naked and I’m not.”

He huffed, hands sliding down to grip my ass. “Oh? Why is that?”

I shrugged, shifting back to sit on my heels between his legs. My gaze trailed down his lean body to the flushed, slender cock resting on his belly.

“Maybe because I’m the only one who gets to see you like this. It’s like you’re sharing a secret with me.” I smoothed my palms over his hips, lust tightening my insides as I grinned at him. “Do you remember the first night in the cottage? After you walked me home from the village?”

Lonan’s black eyes flared with heat. “You think it isn’t seared into my memory?”

I shifted forward to hover over him, giving him another kiss as I grasped his hand. As I sat back, I brought it to my lips and pressed a kiss to his palm.

Then I drew it down to his cock with a wicked grin. “Show me.”

Lonan went still, his eyes growing even more hooded. Slowly, he wrapped his long fingers around his cock and gave it a loose stroke.

The last of the lingering unease faded as I watched him, gripping the tops of his thighs to keep them spread wide. My dick strained with envy in my trousers, skin prickling with heat at the sight of him touching himself.

“Tighter,” I rasped, gut clenching when Lonan’s fingers flexed around his length. “And faster.”

His breath caught, eyelashes fluttering as he sped up his strokes. Soon, pre-cum beaded on the tip of his cock, and he stretched out his thumb to smear it over the head, shuddering with pleasure.

“Don’t stop.” My breaths grew faster, sounding ragged in the quiet room. I couldn’t tear my eyes away, trailing my fingertips up his inner thighs until I could brush them over his tight sac.

Lonan jerked with a moan, hips flexing up to get closer. His legs shifted, wrapping around me to dig his heels into my lower back and tug me closer. He stroked his cock faster, beginning to pant. “Ash.”

“Don’t stop,” I croaked again, cupping his balls before running my fingers up his straining length.

Lonan’s breath left him in a rush. He released his shaft to grab my hand, curling my fingers around it instead. “Touch me.”

I took over, groaning at the feel of his cock in my hand as it throbbed. Licking my lips, I rasped, “Put your hands over your head.”

His dark eyes flashed as he lifted his arms, letting them fall onto the pillow. I groaned again at the sight of him stretched out before me, feeling the rough slide of the wood of his branch leg against my clothes, breathing in the familiar scent of him as his skin grew warmer, watching his beautiful face grow tight with pleasure, lips parted around his panting breaths and hooded eyes so dark as they watched me back.

I don’t want him to go. I don’t want him to be on the other side of the forest, so far away from me. I don’t want to spend a single night without him. I won’t be able to handle it.

I needed him, more than I’d ever needed anyone or anything. I needed to know that after a long, difficult day, I would get to have this. Him. That I would be able to wrap myself around him and forget everything else that was going on, just for a few hours.

I needed him to remind me that all the terrible things that had happened hadn’t been in vain. That some good came from it all. That we had each other, despite everything, despite all the ways we’d hurt each other and those around us. That we’d fought for each other, and we were still fighting for each other.

That our lives weren’t going to be easy, but it would still all be worth it. Because I’d have him, and he’d have me.

“This is all I want,” I told him hoarsely, stroking him in my fist. “You. You here with me. Both of us happy and safe. And together. I won’t let anyone tear us apart again, Lonan. I won’t let anyone hurt you or take you from me.”

Lonan’s eyes tightened, a gasp of pleasure escaping him as his cock bucked in my hand, spilling pre-cum onto his lean stomach. “Ash.”

“I need you, Lonan. I need you here with me.” Throat closing up, I whispered, “Please don’t leave me.”

Please don’t go back to unseelie. Not yet. Give me more time.

“I—” Lonan swallowed, long fingers clutching at the pillow under his head as his cock grew even harder in my fist. “Ash.”

The insidious fae urge to trap him in a promise rose with sudden sharpness. To make him vow never to leave me, to promise me that he would stay. I forced it back and concentrated on stroking his cock, speeding up my fist as my other hand dipped to cup his tight sac.

Lonan gasped, thighs trembling as they shifted restlessly over my legs. His head tipped back into the pillow, chest heaving, hips straining up in erratic jerks to meet my pumping fist.

I saw his body tighten and start to shake before a low, hoarse groan left him. Cum shot from his cock in long spurts, painting the pale skin of his chest and stomach. My dick throbbed at the sight, but I ignored it to lean down and give Lonan’s cockhead a gentle suck. His hips twitched as he relaxed into the bed, letting out a long breath. One of his hands came down to thread through my curls as I licked up the release on his stomach.

“You’re really off from your duties all day tomorrow?” he asked, his voice husky.

I smiled, moving up to kiss him. “Yep. All day.”

Unless Morrin comes back with more news about Abar and what he might be planning. Or about the forest getting hotter. Or if Balor tries to do something. Or if we hear about something happening on unseelie with the Carlin.

“Are you alright?” Lonan asked, smoothing his thumb over the deep furrow that had appeared on my brow. I smiled, trying to clear my expression.

“How can I not be? I’m with you.” Settling my weight on him, I buried my face in his neck and breathed him in. “The best part of my day.”


Chapter Sixteen

Ash

“Luad.”

I stiffened as Brahm, one of my personal staff, intercepted us on our way out of the palace the next morning. We had decided to go for a walk in the kingswood after breakfast, and Lonan had my old bow slung over his back so I could teach him archery.

For the first time in a long while, he actually looked happy—at least, as happy as Lonan ever looked. I was determined to keep that relaxed expression on his face. I wanted to spend the entire day doting on him.

“What is it?” I stopped and frowned at Brahm. “I’m spending the day with Prince Lonan. Not working.”

“Of course,” Brahm rushed out. “I just… Guards from the forest edge have sent word that a small group of solitary Folk would like entry onto seelie land.”

“What?” My entire body tensed up, and I reflexively gripped Lonan’s hand tighter. “Why?”

Brahm blinked at me. “It’s not unusual, King Ash. We often get solitary Folk requesting a visit, especially during the Mild Months. They come to shop for wares only found on seelie.”

Heat crept up my throat and into my cheeks as embarrassment made me keep my gaze away from Lonan. On the heels of it, anger started creeping in. Why hadn’t anyone told me that? It seemed like a pretty fucking important detail. Morrin could have at least mentioned it the night before.

I realised I was clutching Lonan’s hand too tight, and forced myself to relax, forced myself to take a breath and calm down. It was fine. It didn’t make me look stupid or ignorant. Of course I wouldn’t know everything straight away. Nua did his best to remember everything I needed to know, and it had just slipped his mind. He’d been away from the court for a couple of decades too. It made sense that he’d forgotten some things. There was no way Nua was trying to sabotage me on purpose.

“Who’s in the group?” I asked Brahm, trying to keep my voice calm and controlled. “How many of them are there?”

“Several who have visited seelie before, Luad,” Brahm said politely. “A group of five.”

“Are any of them unseelie?” I asked before I could stop myself, and felt Lonan tense beside me.

“No, Luad,” Brahm said slowly. “All solitary Folk, as I said.”

“Have any of them been seen talking to unseelie?”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Lonan look over at me.

“Not… that I’m aware, Luad.” Brahm kept his expression calm and polite, but a touch of wariness flashed through his eyes as they darted to Lonan and back to me just as fast.

“What about the noble Folk?” I pressed. “Have they been seen talking to them?”

“I… don’t know, Luad.” Brahm shifted on his feet. “I could go back to the guard and ask—”

“Send word to Morrin,” I interrupted. “Get him to speak to them first. They can wait.”

There was a pause before Brahm inclined his head. “Of course, Luad. Enjoy your day.”

He stepped back and waited until I turned and led Lonan to the doors. As the guards heaved them open, two more fell silently into step behind us carrying big wicker baskets filled with food, drink and arrows.

The sky was an unbroken pale blue as we stepped outside, and I took a moment to tilt my face up to the sun. The cacophony of summer sounds surrounded us: birds singing, crickets chirping, the low drone of solitary bumblebees winding through the air to take their pick of the myriad flowers blooming around the palace.

This place had, in the past couple of months, become even more beautiful, and I hated the fact that I’d barely had the time to notice or appreciate it. Wisteria blanketed the front of the palace, its scent heavy in the warmth. The rose garden was near overpowering, the heated stone trapping the riot of heady scents within its walls. Lavender grew in fat stone pots along the sides of the living steps, which were springy and lush with moss and grass.

I grinned over at Lonan, trying to forget the conversation I’d just had with Brahm, and the fact that a group of strange Folk were lurking at the edge of seelie land, wanting to come here. Word had surely spread into the forest that Lonan was here. And who knew what the Carlin had said? Maybe she’d put a bounty on Lonan’s head. Maybe she’d lied and said he’d betrayed the unseelie and now the entire queendom was baying for his blood.

And Balor kept being seen out there too, skulking in the woods. Who was he talking to? What was he doing?

“Why do you think those Folk want to come here?” I heard myself blurt out as we made our way down the living steps.

“Probably just to buy things, as Brahm said.” Lonan glanced over and squeezed my hand. “He was right, it’s not uncommon for solitary Folk to visit the kingdoms to buy goods or forage with the ruler’s permission. Even my mother allows it occasionally. You would just need to grand them a temporary invitation.”

“Yeah, but why now?”

Lonan cocked his head. “Why not now? It’s the Mild Months. Seelie land is flourishing.”

I stayed silent at first, not wanting to worry him or make him suspect I didn’t have firm control of things. I didn’t want him to think I couldn’t keep him safe here. He deserved that much—to know that he was finally safe. That his mother or siblings couldn’t hurt him. That I would look after him.

I’d done a pretty terrible job of that up until now, I realised with sharp jolt through my chest. In fact, all I’d done since coming into Lonan’s life was cause him pain.

“You’re right.” My voice was hoarse, but I tried to mask it with my overly cheerful tone. “I’m not surprised they want to come here. Look at it. It’s beautiful.”

I smiled over at Lonan and he smiled back, but it looked a little wan, like he was already flagging under the hot summer morning sun. With a pang of panic, I quickly raised our linked hands to kiss his knuckles. “Anyway, today is our day. They can wait. We’ll find somewhere in the shade to have our breakfast, and then I’m going to teach you how to use a bow.” I gently bumped his shoulder with mine. “Gonna be weird teaching you how to use a weapon this time.”

He let out his husky chuckle. Such a rare sound. I soaked it in greedily and vowed to myself that I would do whatever it took to hear it many more times over the course of the day.
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“I don’t know how you can do that.” I chuckled, watching in disbelief as Lonan bit directly into a chunk of honeycomb, thick rivulets of amber dripping down his long fingers.

“Why?” Black eyes met mine. “The texture?”

“No, the sweetness!” I laughed, popping a cherry tomato into my mouth. “It would make my teeth hurt.”

He shrugged, leaning back against the thick trunk of the old oak we were sitting beneath. “I like it.”

“I guessed,” I said dryly, then nodded at his glistening fingers when he set the honeycomb back down in its glass dish. “Now you’re going to be sticky all day.”

A dark brow rose as he sucked the honey off his thumb. My belly tightened at the sight, and I watched avidly as he licked up a drip that had reached the heel of his hand.

I glanced around quickly. A couple of guards had accompanied us out to the kingswood, but they were keeping a respectful distance so we could have some privacy. I’d almost lost my temper when I noticed one of them—a muscular woman with brown skin and bright green eyes—watching Lonan as they handed the wicker baskets over to us. I was constantly scanning faces when Lonan was around to make sure no one was sneering at him or glaring in disgust.

But this guard hadn’t been sneering or scowling. She’d even given him a tiny smile when he glanced at her, so I’d managed to calm down before I overreacted.

She and the other guard were just visible a distance away, casually talking as they stood in the shade under a tree. Still close enough to keep an eye on us though, so I willed my cock not to get too excited as I shifted closer to Lonan and reached out to grasp his wrist, making sure my back blocked him from view.

His dark eyes flared as I sucked a honey-coated finger into my mouth, and his voice was a little breathless when he murmured, “I thought you said it was too sweet.”

I popped his finger free and grinned. “But you’re the opposite of sweet, so it balances out,” I teased before sucking another finger clean.

Lonan’s eyes flickered over my shoulder to the guards. He pulled his finger free, but only to grip my chin with a sticky hand and tug me closer. I laughed against his mouth as he kissed me firmly, his tongue tasting of beeswax and honey.

“Don’t you dare get honey in my hair.”

His lips twitched. “And what will you do, Luad, if I do?”

Grinning, I got to my feet and held out a hand to help him up. “Maybe I will become an evil tyrant,” I joked, then glanced back at the guards to see them looking at us. “Just going to the stream,” I called so they wouldn’t come over.

We’d stopped by a stream to eat our lunch so we could wash our hands, having spent the morning practising archery. Lonan’s aim was already improving, but I’d seen him growing frustrated every time he missed the targets we’d brought with us. I kind of had an unfair advantage anyway because of my branch arm—I knew without a doubt that it had allowed me to learn quicker and aim steadier.

Kneeling on the mossy bank, I scrubbed the stickiness off my chin while Lonan crouched beside me and washed his hands. He swiped a wet hand over his face and through his hair, making the black strands gleam like an oil slick in the bright afternoon sun dappling through the tree leaves. I watched him from the corner of my eye, my lower belly swooping with the urge to pounce on him.

When was the last time I’d actually savoured the fact that I got to be so intimate with him? Sometimes, it felt like years had passed since that first week we’d been here together—those few days when we’d stayed hidden away in our room, completely consumed with each other. Before I’d even begun to comprehend the task ahead of me. Before the repercussions of everything that had happened had truly sunk in.

I remembered the pure relief of those few days. Having Lonan with me, knowing we were both safe, no longer needing to hide from bloodthirsty monarchs or jealous siblings or searching guards. Just the two of us. Just two young men in love—nothing more. Not kings or princes. Not seelie or unseelie. Not fae or mortal or something in between.

Those few days felt like the only time that we’d been allowed to simply be together.

I already missed them desperately. But that yearning was quickly followed by a sharp, overwhelming sense of terror. I’d been king for such a short time. This was only the beginning. I had years of this ahead of me. Decades. Centuries.

Would it always be this hard? Would I always feel this strange sense of disjointedness inside me, of wrongness, like the power that had transferred from the Brid was its own entity trying to take over, trying to swallow up everything that was left of me?

I was waiting for it to settle. Waiting for my emotions to stop feeling so wild. Waiting for my temper to stop flaring so murderously hot over the smallest thing, and for the obsessive thoughts about what the noble Folk or Balor or the Carlin or the staff in the palace were doing to stop spinning around and around in my head every time I had a spare moment to think.

They were starting up again now, I realised with a pang of fear. I’d been able to clear my mind for a while, to enjoy my morning with Lonan, but now all I could think about was that group of solitary Folk waiting to come onto seelie land. Where Lonan was.

What if they were unseelie spies? What if Balor had found a way to sneak onto seelie land and they were merely a distraction? There had to be something. What were the odds of them requesting a temporary invitation now, the morning after Morrin had told me about all the suspicious things happening in the woods?

My heart rate was rising, and I realised I was just staring blankly into the trickling water of the stream when Lonan raked my hair back from my face with a gentle hand.

“Alright?” He searched my eyes when I jumped and looked over at him.

There was a splash of bright sunlight over the right side of his face, making his eyes look even darker and his skin appear almost unnaturally pale. Seeing him here, in a seelie forest, surrounded by the oversaturated richness of the trees and grass and luminous bright blooms… For the first time, I thought Lonan looked fragile. Vulnerable.

He looked so out of place here, and I hated it, because I wanted him here more than anything.

For a split second, as I stared at him—hearing nothing but the musical trickle of water over rocks, the rustle of the leaves above, the faint murmur of our guards’ voices—it felt like I was going to burst into tears.

“Let’s go sit in the shade.” I straightened and plastered a too-wide smile on my face, reaching out to snag his hand. “I don’t want you to get too hot.”

“Are you sure you’re alright?” Lonan was still watching me as I led us back to the tree and tugged him down with me.

“This is the best day I’ve had in a while.” I leaned in and kissed him soundly. “Thank you.”

He huffed. “I haven’t even done anything.”

“You have.” I kissed him again before dipping my head to press my mouth to his shoulder, eyes sliding shut as I breathed him in.

Lonan settled back against the tree trunk and threaded his fingers through my hair as I rested my cheek on his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. He was warm beneath me, and I greedily inhaled the scent of his clean sweat as I closed my eyes once again to savour it.

It felt like only a minute later when the low, steady thrum of a bumblebee hovering by my ear roused me. But as I lifted a hand to lazily swat it away and opened my eyes, I realised the sun had moved in the sky and the shadow of the tree’s canopy had shifted across the grass.

The shirt under my cheek was damp with sweat. Lonan shifted as I rose up onto my elbow and scrubbed blearily at an eye. Damp heat emanated from my scalp when I shoved back the hair hanging in my face.

“Sorry.” I gave Lonan a tired smile. “You must’ve gotten way too hot with me on top of you.”

He shifted further upright to sit back against the tree trunk and reached out to finger the feather pendant dangling from my neck, drawing my gaze down to it.

“You’re trying to do too much,” he said quietly. “You’re not looking after yourself, Ash.”

“I’m fine.” My throat burned as I waved his concerns off, then covered his fingers with mine to touch the feather. Lonan never wore his acorn necklace anymore, and I tried not to think about it too much. “Hey, what’ll happen to this when I cash in my favour?”

“You mean the pendant?” When I nodded, he said, “The favour will be paid, so the feather will vanish.”

I pouted. “But I want to keep it.”

His lips curved into a tiny smile. “Sorry, Oak King. Those are the rules.”

I huffed and teased, “Well, why don’t I change the rules?”

“Not even you can change the very rules of fae, Luad.” Lonan lifted his hand to my hair, twisting a curl around his finger.

He still looked relaxed, but his skin was flushed and dewy, and his dark shirt was sticking to him in patches. The air was warm, almost stifling, with no breeze reaching us between the trees. I didn’t mind it, but my gut clenched with worry for Lonan. He overheated far easier than I did.

“Do you need some water?” I sat up and hastily reached for the bag. The glass bottles clinked together as I pulled one out and handed it over.

Lonan nodded at my necklace as he raised the bottle to his lips. “When you spend that one, I will just give you a new favour. So you still have a feather.”

I made a face. “But then it’s like you’re… always in debt to me. I don’t like the thought of that.”

“I don’t mind.”

“I do.” I yawned, absently tracing the feather in the hollow of my throat. The thought of it no longer being there felt strange. “Maybe I’ll just never use this one. But then it’s still like you owe me, I guess.”

“It’s just a favour, Ash.” Lonan lowered the bottle, now almost completely empty, and wiped his mouth. “I will give you a million favours, if that’s what you want, and I will do anything for you without them regardless.”

My throat closed up. I fumbled for his hand, lifting it so I could press my lips to his knuckles. My eyes prickled with heat, the sudden ache in the back of my throat surprising me. They were sweet words, wonderful words, but… enough to make me cry? Really?

Maybe I should tell someone about how wild my emotions had become. Maybe this really wasn’t a normal part of becoming a fae monarch. Maybe it should’ve all been fine by now.

“What’s wrong?” Lonan asked sharply when I sniffed, blinking rapidly to try and keep the tears at bay. For some strange, baffling reason, I suddenly wanted to weep. “Ash?”

“I’m f-f—” I let go of his hand to scrub my eyes, embarrassed. “Just… I’m—” I couldn’t even say I was fine to attempt to move past it, my throat burning as I tried. “Sorry.”

“Tell me.” Lonan was suddenly right in front of me, cool fingers cupping my cheeks, his black eyes pinched with worry as he stared into mine.

“No, r-really, I’m—” I swiped under my nose and blinked hard, then let out a watery laugh. “I’m not completely sure why that happened. Sorry.”

“What do you mean, you’re not sure?” Lonan’s dark brows drew together as he stared at me. “You started crying and you don’t know why?”

“I mean…” I was even more embarrassed now, my face hot as I shifted under his intense gaze. “What you said was sweet, but… it was probably just that,” I said quickly. “And I’m tired. I’m sure that’s all it is.”

After a fraught pause, Lonan’s hands slid off my face as he sat back on his heels. “Did you not sleep well? I didn’t notice you waking up.”

Did that mean he hadn’t slept well? “I guess I slept okay,” I said carefully, because I didn’t want to reveal anything else.

I’d been plagued by constant nightmares, one after another, never relenting. My feet frozen to the ground as the Carlin encased the entire seelie town in thick frost and impaled all the Folk with deadly shards of ice. The Brid’s rotting body pushing out of the earth and chasing my brother through the palace to put his head on a spike.

Lonan being dragged into the forest by blurry, vague creatures with bright blue eyes and wide white smiles that gleamed between the trees. Every time I’d tried to follow, I’d been violently flung back, just like when the Carlin had tied me to her land.

Everything in the Woods of Orna dying as I stood there watching, alone in still silence, even once there was nothing left but a sea of rotting wood and Fir Bolg’s crumbling skull in the dead centre, the First God’s rusted sword still pinning it to the earth.


Chapter Seventeen

Lonan

The moment we got back to the seelie palace in the late afternoon, Brahm reappeared and anxiously asked if Ash had a moment to go over a few issues that had arisen in his absence.

I watched the tension creep back onto Ash’s face in an instant, only then realising how much softer he’d looked all day. More like his old self. Now, a furrow appeared between his brows. Lines of tension bracketed his mouth, his lips pressed tight together. He aged more than a decade in mere seconds.

“Surely it can wait,” I said tersely, stepping closer to thread my fingers through Ash’s. “King Ash is allowed time to himself.”

Brahm looked even more nervous, shifting from foot to foot, his eyes darting between us. Ash shook his head and squeezed my hand.

“It’s okay. Hopefully it won’t take long.” He leaned over to kiss me. “See you at dinner?”

I said nothing, because I already knew that I wouldn’t. But that wasn’t Ash’s fault, so I wasn’t going to try and make him feel bad for it. This was his life now. This was the life that was waiting for me too.

After watching him stride across the front hall to his throne room, I turned to make my way to our quarters alone. I was disappointed, yes, but I’d learned a very, very long time ago that letting myself wallow in my disappointment was useless. Weary acceptance was more fitting. More productive. This was the way of things, and I couldn’t change it.

“How about some sword practice?”

The familiar hushed voice in my ear made my mouth twitch. I’d grown far more relaxed when I’d noticed that Sanya was one of the guards accompanying us on our day out of the palace. We had trained together several more times over the last few weeks, and I found that I was starting to enjoy her company. I found myself actually wanting to talk to her, but I usually refrained aside from comments about her form and skill with a sword.

I didn’t consider us friends. I wasn’t sure I knew how to act around a friend, because I’d never had one before. But her presence made me feel less alone. It chased away some of the helpless monotony of each day.

I glanced back to see her following me, keeping a pace behind out of respect. “Maybe once the sun’s down fully.”

“It was particularly warm today, even for us seelie.” She paused. “Did you have a nice day?”

What a strange question. Why did she care?

“Yes,” I said cautiously.

“Good. You looked happier.” She lifted the wicker basket in her hand. “Better take this to the kitchen. Come and find me later if you want to train.”

I watched her walk off, wondering why she was so adamant about training with me. Maybe she was just using me to become a better swordfighter. I was better than any of the guards here. I was the best teacher she’d ever get to have.

She’d said before that she’d like to be my friend, but I didn’t believe that. Humiliatingly though, I found I didn’t overly care. If she was only using me… well. At least those hours we spent together in the training ring made me feel less alone.

When I got back to our room, I immediately closed all the curtains to keep the last of the afternoon sun out. But the room was already like a furnace, and all that did was trap the heat inside.

I hesitated, wondering what to do, wondering if perhaps Ash wouldn’t be kept away for long this time. Maybe he’d make it in time for dinner.

Was it foolish to hope?

By the time I’d put away Ash’s old bow and the quiver of arrows, I was dripping with sweat. I ripped off my shirt, but I was still too hot. The curtains blocked out the last of the sun, but they also prevented any kind of breeze getting into the room.

It was like an oven. I paced the bedroom, trying not to panic as the heat seemed to smother me, making it hard to breathe. This was unbearable. How was everyone else walking around like they were perfectly fine? How were the guards not dying in their armour? It was too hot. It was always too fucking hot, and there was no way of escaping it.

I stormed into the bathroom and turned the cold tap over the bath on full blast. My skin prickled with the heat, and I couldn’t wait. After hastily stripping, I climbed in and sighed with relief when cold water began to rise around me. Lying back, I closed my eyes as it soaked my hair and lapped around my temples. I didn’t move until the water almost covered my face, then I sat up with a gasp, wiping at my eyes.

After turning off the tap, I lay back and stared up at the ceiling blankly. My mind wandered to the lakes on unseelie. The way they glittered with ice in the winter sun. I almost laughed when I thought about lighting the fire in my bedroom during the Bitter Months. Sitting close to the fireplace in Ash’s cottage while we ate and talked. Telling Ash that my bedroom at the unseelie palace had been cold. I would have given anything for cold in this moment.

I felt marginally better by the time I got out of the bath, but the thought of waiting alone in the hot bedroom for Ash to get back was unbearable. I redressed and grabbed a quiver along with Ash’s old bow before leaving the room. As I walked down the corridor, I ran my thumb over the weathered wood and thought back to earlier, when Ash had almost started crying suddenly, and for seemingly very little reason. My throat tightened as I walked in silence.

He was… different, but not, at the same time. He was still himself, but sometimes when he looked at me over the dinner table or when we got into bed, it was like he wasn’t really there behind his eyes. Sometimes, I could tell that he was simply distracted, thinking about something else. But other times, it was like there was a… disconnection.

But he kept telling me everything was fine. He seemed stressed, but it would probably be strange if he wasn’t. He had just become a king, a role he’d been entirely unprepared to fill. And he was working so hard to do his best—he was actually trying to make a difference—that sulking about missed dinners or lonely nights felt petty. Childish. Which was why I said nothing.

I was used to saying nothing.

It didn’t take me long to find Sanya. She was strolling out of the kitchen tearing into a chunk of crumbling cheese sandwiched between thick slices of soft white bread. My mouth started to curve up before I schooled my expression, giving her a cool nod as she noticed me.

“Thought I’d practise some archery,” I told her awkwardly, unused to telling anyone unnecessary details about myself.

But her face lit up. “Oh yes?”

“Yes.” I hesitated, not sure what to do now, then stepped back. “Well, I—”

“I’m done for the day, so let me go and get us some ale,” she told me eagerly. “Then I’ll meet you in the training ring.”

My mouth twitched, nose wrinkling slightly. “No ale. Something sweeter.”

“Ah, yes.” She chuckled, then stuffed the last of the bread into her mouth and told me in a muffled voice, “See you out there in a minute.”

“Alright.”

I felt strangely lighter as I made my way to the training ring. When I stepped outside into the dry, dusty air, I sighed in relief. The sun was sinking in the sky, but it was behind us here, so the bulk of the palace shielded us from its direct rays. It was still unbearably hot, of course, but at least I had that respite.

When Sanya appeared a couple of minutes later, she approached with a cup of sparkling wine. I took it with an appreciative nod and had a sip as Sanya raised her tankard and gulped down the dark, earthy ale that the seelie Folk preferred.

My mouth twitched into an almost-smile as I watched her over the rim of my cup, and she grinned back as she sighed in satisfaction, then wiped her mouth clean.

“Want a target?” She nodded at the cluster of crudely made archery targets to the side of the training ring. Ash had had them made weeks ago, back when he’d thought he would have the time to teach me.

As we made our way over, Sanya removed her helmet to wipe her brow. Dark curls had escaped her tight plaits and were sticking to her forehead. She left her helmet on a bench and gave me a wink as we picked up the target, because she wasn’t supposed to remove any part of her uniform.

I looked away quickly. I always felt uncomfortable when she was friendly like that. But at the same time, some weak little part of me craved the moments of camaraderie.

“How sad.” My brother’s sly, cold voice drifted into my mind. “The seelie pigs all pity you.”

I tried to shake it off. I had never been so vehement in my dislike of the seelie just because they were seelie, anyway, but that same weak little part of me desperately hoped Sanya hadn’t befriended me out of pity. That I had just one thing here, in my new life, outside of my relationship with Ash, that was mine.

“Tell me something,” Sanya began cheerfully, but the words just reminded me of that unsettling conversation on the edge of seelie land with my brother a few weeks ago. “Why the sudden interest in archery? Just wanting to branch out into a new form of weaponry?”

A humourless snort left me at her choice of words. Sanya cocked her head with a puzzled smile as we set the target down in the centre of the dusty training ring.

“What?” she asked curiously with a grin.

My instinct was to say nothing. That was always my instinct. The core of me had been shaped to trust no one, be suspicious of everything, keep all at a distance so they could never learn anything that could be used as a weapon against me.

I had already been careless with that. I’d been so wrapped up in Ash, so quietly euphoric over him finally looking at me, seeing me, that I hadn’t noticed my own brother skulking in the shadows, watching us. Everything he had learned, he had promptly used to harm me. And to harm Ash.

Balor had been doing that my entire life, though. He had spent two decades manipulating me as if it was a craft he took great pleasure in finely honing.

He was still doing it, even now, even from the forest. Even though I had finally escaped.

I realised I had been staring at Sanya in silence, and she was watching me with a patient if somewhat uneasy expression. For a split second, it was like I was outside of myself, watching my own motionless body, but at the same time I was trapped inside it and everything felt wrong. I felt so wrong. I’d spent the majority of my life mostly alone, but in this moment, I felt so painfully lonely that it almost took my breath away.

In this moment, I didn’t care what Sanya’s motivations were for asking, whether it was out of cunning, or because she was concerned for me, or just curious. In this moment, standing out in the dusty dry heat with only her, the loud cacophony of summer insects buzzing around us, the air too warm and stifling, stinking of rot and greenery, I wanted desperately to tell her everything.

I wanted someone to listen to me.

I turned to needlessly adjust the target so I wouldn’t have to look at her, feeling vulnerable to be sharing anything about me at all. “I recently lost a leg, and… Gillie and Prince Nua crafted me a new one out of branches. And other things. So. Your words are perhaps more apt than you meant them to be. That’s all.”

My face burned. I stepped back from the target and fumbled with my bow. Sanya dutifully stepped back as well until she was a safe distance from the target.

As I clumsily nocked an arrow and took aim, she said, “I’m sorry about your leg, Prince Lonan.”

“What is the point in being sorry?” I released the bowstring. The arrow missed the target by a foot and embedded itself in the grass beyond the training ring. “It has happened. It’s done. We can’t change what’s done or will be done.”

Being sorry didn’t erase the memory of feeling my mother’s bronze teeth tear a limb from my body.

“I don’t know,” Sanya mused. “I like to think we can change what will be done. If it’s yet to be done.”

“A heretic, then?” I asked. “Don’t let Fioda hear you say that you don’t believe she holds any sway over her own land.”

Sanya chuckled. “No, I’m not a heretic. I believe the Higher Spirits guide us. I just don’t believe they map out our lives as some others do. I believe in choice.”

How naïve, I thought, almost wanting to laugh.

“Choice,” I echoed. “Perhaps it’s easier to turn your back on the belief in fate and destiny when you aren’t born a High Fae.”

“Perhaps. I suppose your destiny has been decided from the get-go, hasn’t it? A fae prince. Though,” Sanya added, “I can’t imagine you ever thought this would be where you ended up.”

“No,” I muttered, nocking another arrow. “I did not.”

“So you did make choices. You chose to come here.”

“That wasn’t much of a choice.”

“No?” she asked immediately. “So you don’t want to be here?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“No, you didn’t say it.”

I lowered the bow and turned to face her, scowling. “What exactly are you trying to do, Sanya?”

“I’m just trying to figure things out,” she answered calmly. “I’m trying to work out why you are staying here, Prince Lonan, when you are so clearly miserable.”

My nostrils flared. “I am not—”

When the burning in my throat rendered me silent, my face flamed with heat. I turned back to the target in a rush, a fine tremor running through my hands as I lifted the bow and took aim.

“Will you tell me what brought you here, at least?” Sanya asked in her no-nonsense voice. “I admit, I’m very curious to know the events that led to the famed unseelie assassin prince living in exile on seelie land.”

I suppressed my flinch, keeping my face blank as I released the arrow. It once again missed the target.

“My mother stole Ash after his twenty-first birthday and trapped him on unseelie in the hope that being among the Folk would make his mortal side wither away and die,” I said woodenly as shame wriggled through me, cold and slimy. “She had already spent years searching for Prince Nua but could never find him. Ash was the backup—the seelie queen’s poorly kept secret. The unwitting, illegitimate half-mortal child on the other side of the forest, unprotected and unguarded and unhidden.

“He left home for a while,” I added absently, running my thumb along the arrow in my hand as I remembered making that long journey night after night just to catch brief glimpses of Ash through his window. Seeing him hunched over a desk, frowning down at books. Lying on his bed watching moving images on what the mortals called a television. Eating and laughing and getting drunk with his friends while I hovered outside alone in the dark, watching in secret. “A few years, actually, when he was about eighteen. I knew where he was. I followed him. I visited him. But she never asked, so of course I never told her.”

“Why did you follow him?” Sanya asked warily.

Humiliation made my face burn. “I already… cared for him,” I said, voice stiff. “I had watched him since we were boys. But when he returned home, and the Carlin realised…” I exhaled sharply. “She started planning.”

“I don’t understand. Why would the Carlin want the future seelie king to shed his mortal skin? Did she want King Ash on the throne opposite her specifically?”

“I don’t think she ever even considered the possibility of Ash becoming king,” I said woodenly, anger on his behalf simmering in my belly. “She barely regarded him as a person. She wanted his mortal skin gone so she could siphon the Brid’s power from him and become strong enough to stop the Mild Months from coming. She wanted seelie as well as unseelie.”

“Gods,” Sanya breathed. From the corner of my eye, I saw her shudder.

“She almost managed it,” I continued, trying not to picture that awful night. Seeing Ash chained up in her throne room. Watching him die. Being unable to do anything. “But Ash escaped. He is far stronger than she anticipated.”

“Thank the gods.” Sanya paused, then wondered aloud, “Why hasn’t the Luad told us this?”

That jarred me out of the painful memories. I frowned at her. “Why would he? All it would do is cause panic and sow greater dissent. The unseelie Folk aren’t to blame for my mother’s tyrannical aspirations. Telling the seelie that their king was held captive by her could start a war.”

“I suppose,” Sanya began doubtfully, “but it would certainly help instil greater confidence in him.”

I froze. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Not that—It’s not that we aren’t loyal to him,” she said quickly. “We are. All the guards are. It’s just… he’s so young. He was half mortal. It’s more that… many of us are waiting to see if he can prove himself. If he can live up to the promises he made us at his coronation—making it a better place for the seelie. Abolishing the horrific things the Brid carried out in the name of ceremony.”

“I think he’s already proven that, has he not?” I said coldly. “You’ve seen for yourself how hard he is working.”

“Yes,” she admitted. “Perhaps I’m being too harsh. Quite honestly, many of the guards are hardened bastards who are impossible to please. Some of them are already calling him the Oath Maker as a snub. They question whether he’s making promises he can’t keep with all this open court business.”

I clenched my jaw, levelling her with a cold look. “Tell me who.”

For a moment, fear flared in her eyes, along with a hefty dose of regret for telling me such a thing. “I’m sorry, but no.”

“I’ll find out,” I muttered darkly, more to myself than to her.

“Unquestioned faith in a ruler is not something to encourage, wouldn’t you agree?” she asked hurriedly. “I don’t think killing off anyone who dares speak less than reverently about the king would do him any favours. He seems to want to make a true difference. He will prove it himself. Without bloodshed. The bloodshed he vowed to abolish,” she added.

I clenched my jaw, turning back to the target and saying nothing, because she was right. Killing was my mother’s answer to any question over her position as ruler. That didn’t mean it would be Ash’s answer too.

But it was the only solution I’d been taught. Perhaps I was destined to become just like my mother when I was unseelie ruler, I wondered absently as I fired another arrow and missed the target completely. I was conditioned, after all. Trained to obey.

Nothing more than a trained dog.

“So that is what led to you being here with the king,” Sanya said. “You already cared for him when your mother took him to unseelie, so you followed him when he escaped.”

I didn’t bother telling her any more details of everything that happened in between, because the memories of those bleak, endless months when Ash didn’t remember me were too painful to recall.

“So you chose him over your mother,” Sanya continued. “Over your court.”

I gave a slight shrug, gritting my teeth in frustration when I fired the arrow and it splintered the very edge of the target’s wooden support. “If that is the way you want to see it.”

“What other way is there?”

“Ash was… inevitable. It wasn’t so much a conscious choice. He never made me choose, and my mother would have never given me the freedom to. Ash was just… my path.”

“So you’re saying the Higher Spirits led you to him.” Her tone was slightly teasing. “No heretics here, eh? He’s your fate.”

“I don’t care how our paths are decided or who gets to decide them,” I told her honestly. “I only know that Ash is mine.”

“I see.” Sanya was quiet for a moment, before asking, “Now will you tell me why you are staying here?”

I frowned. “I just did.”

“You told me what brought you here. Not why you are staying when being here clearly makes you feel so wrong.”

“That’s a foolish question,” I snapped, feeling flustered. “I’m staying for Ash. I’m here for Ash. Ash wants me here.”

“What about what you want?”

My mouth pinched into a thin line as I considered the question. How many times had I been asked what I wanted in my life? How often had I had the freedom to answer truthfully, plainly, without deflecting or watching my words?

What did I want?

I could feel that little ember of defiance that had recently flared growing hotter and hotter in my belly. It was getting harder to ignore it.

Nocking another arrow, I aimed it at the target and concentrated. “I want…”

I released the bow string, and impotent fury surged when the arrow glanced off the side of the target.

The words burst out of me before I could stop them. “I want one fucking day where I don’t feel so helpless. So powerless. Just one day.”

Sanya didn’t say anything, but I didn’t give her a chance to anyway. Drawing another arrow from the quiver, I nocked it and shot without bothering to steady my aim.

“I want one day where I am happy. Actually happy. I don’t know what it feels like. I don’t know what it’s like to be truly free. To have no secrets, no worries, to be able to actually enjoy life. My time with Ash on unseelie…” I gritted my teeth, aiming another arrow. “I was almost happy then. Almost. Except for the fact that I was deceiving him in the worst way. Stealing moments with him when I knew what my mother had planned. Allowing him to trust me when what I was doing was far worse than anything she was.”

“You couldn’t have stopped the feelings you have for each other.”

“I could have,” I bit out, loosing another arrow that missed the target. “I could have stayed away from him.”

“Would that have helped him?”

I ripped another arrow from the quiver, a fine tremor running through my hands as I aimed it at the target. “I don’t know,” I croaked, wanting to scream when the arrowhead thudded into the wooden supports.

Striding forward, I yanked free the arrows I had actually managed to hit the target with. “I don’t know,” I repeated. “I don’t know what would have happened if we had never… I don’t know if I made it worse. If I stopped him shedding his mortal skin somehow. If everything that happened to him was my fault.”

“It wasn’t,” Sanya said simply, but I didn’t believe her. “But I asked about you, Prince Lonan. We are once again talking about King Ash. Tell me what you want.”

“I told you what I want,” I snapped, shoving the undamaged arrows back into the quiver.

“To be happy.” Her voice was tinged with sadness. “And to be free. You’re not free here.”

My throat convulsed as I stared at the target. It felt like a betrayal to Ash in some way, but I heard myself croak, “No. I am not.”

“Nor are you happy,” she added hesitantly.

“I never said—” The words burned my throat. “Ash makes me happy.”

“Does he?”

“Yes,” I snarled, rounding on her. “Ash is the reason I am here. Ash is the reason I am staying here, stagnating. Festering.”

I shuddered, facing the target again. But an overwhelming swell of despair rose inside me, making me drop the bow and yank my sword free from my hip.

“Ash asked me to wait, so I am waiting.” I stabbed at the target, feeling only a hint of satisfaction.

“Waiting for what?”

“To go back.” I stabbed again, and again, cutting through the sack lining of the target, hay bursting out and filling the air with its sweet, dry scent. “To kill her.”

“Kill who?”

“The Carlin.” I let out a harsh bark of laughter, driving my sword into the crude wooden target. “I don’t even fucking want to be king, but what is the alternative? Rotting here for the rest of my life or hiding in the forest like a scared little mouse.”

“You think you will be king when she dies?”

“I know I will.” Bitterness coloured my tone. I stabbed at the target again. “It’s done. My fate is already sealed. I have no choice.”

Rage briefly clouded my vision, my teeth flashing sharp and cutting into my gums. I tugged my sword free and lifted it over my head, bringing it down on the target. Over and over, hacking at the crude sack-and-hay likeness of a body, slicing it to shreds.

“I never have a fucking choice.” I couldn’t stop, bringing my sword down again and again. “My mother kept me trapped, and now Ash is trying to…” I trailed off with a sound of frustration. “I am not just a fucking… pet to be kept. I’m not just a tool to use or a blade to wield or a pampered consort who is expected to lounge around and wait for my king to have time for me. But I never have a fucking choice.”

“You do,” Sanya said matter-of-factly.

I went still at the sound of her voice, breathing hard as I stared at the ruined target in front of me, now nothing more than a mess of shredded sack cloth and splintered wood with a sea of hay drifting to the ground beneath it.

I couldn’t speak, my throat closing up with shame as I realised what I had said. I didn’t think Ash was as bad as my mother—of course I didn’t. I didn’t think he was keeping me here for his own gain. I understood his reasons. I understood his worry.

But that didn’t stop the resentment from festering.

“You have a choice,” Sanya reiterated. “You don’t have to stay here. You can leave.”

I flinched. “I don’t want to leave Ash.”

“If you are to be king someday”—she kept her voice low—“you will have to, won’t you? You can still be together. Somehow. But the longer you stay here, Prince Lonan, feeling like this… the less you will want to stay for him.”

“No.” I shook my head, clamping my jaw shut when my chin trembled. “I love him. That will never change.”

“My mother once told me that love is not always pleasant. That it doesn’t always make you happy. Sometimes it’s painful. Sometimes it takes more than it gives.” Sanya chuckled. “Strange wisdom to impart, I know, but I’m glad she did.”

“Why?” I mumbled, not wanting to acknowledge the twisting ache in my gut. Not wanting to think about how true her words rang.

In fact, I was quite sure that I had only ever experienced the painful kind of love. I had loved my mother once, when I was a little boy, until she had whipped and burned every last shred of that love out of me. I had hoped for love from my brothers, but learned at an even younger age that I would never receive it.

Ash’s love felt pure. Innocent. So beautiful that when I was first getting to experience what it felt like to bask in it, I would have destroyed the entire world to keep hold of it. But I was the one who had tainted that love with my deception. With all the secrets I had been hiding. All the things I should have tried harder to stop from happening to him.

Perhaps love and pain were too intrinsically linked for me to ever experience them separately. Perhaps the Higher Spirits had deemed me unworthy of having one without the other.

“Why am I glad?” Sanya clarified. “Because it has helped stop me from losing myself entirely for another person. I’ve been in love, but I didn’t let it strip away who I was. I didn’t let it take more than it gave. And anyone worthy of your love wouldn’t want it to. They would want to give just as much back. They would want you to stay your own person, because that’s the person they fell in love with.”

I had no idea what to say to that, mainly because I’d never felt like I really knew who I was anyway. I’d been the runt of the family, the outcast with a father I’d never met who was despised by the rest of them. I’d been my mother’s blade. I had briefly been the Lonan Ash thought I was, a false Lonan who was hiding too many secrets, before that all shattered into pieces.

And now I was the black spot marring seelie land. A king with no crown. A dark spectre haunting the seelie king’s palace.

I didn’t want to be king, but at least it would give me purpose. At least I wouldn’t just be wasting away. At least I’d be back on unseelie land.

“My love is not a worthy thing,” I muttered, sheathing my sword and shoving my damp hair back from my face. “It’s damaged. And difficult. I am grateful every day that I have Ash’s love, but he has no reason to be grateful for mine.”

“Did he say that to you?” Sanya spoke between clenched teeth, striding closer. “Did he tell you that you should be grateful?”

“No.” I shook my head, suddenly feeling exhausted. “Never. But it’s still true.”

Sanya made a frustrated sound in her throat. “It is not fucking true. This may get me sent to the dungeon for treason if you repeat this to him, but I have to say it. He is not better than you, Prince Lonan, just because he is king or because his childhood was more pleasant than yours.”

“He has never said that,” I shot back defensively.

“Good.” Her voice was hard. “But you obviously still think it. Has he ever told you how grateful he is for your love? Does he do anything to reassure you?”

“If I shouldn’t have to be grateful for it, why should he?” I asked stiffly. “Why are the rules different for him? He tells me constantly that he loves me. He is not the one who struggles to voice his affection in our relationship, Sanya.”

“Well he’s obviously doing something wrong for you to be feeling like this,” she snapped.

My expression grew cold as I fixed my eyes on her and took a threatening step closer, a muscle in my jaw ticking. “Watch how you speak about him, Sanya. We may be acquaintances now, but I will not allow you to speak poorly of him. Ever. Do you understand me?”

“Alright,” she said evenly, holding up her hands and taking a step back. “I have no ill will towards the king, Prince Lonan. But you are my friend. Not an acquaintance—my friend. You are who I worry about. Who I want to see happy.”

Heat rose in my cheeks, making me shift on my feet. After clearing my throat, I muttered, “Just Lonan is fine.”

Her kind face split into a wide grin. “Alright. Lonan. Don’t tell me you’re starting to actually like me.”

“Alright, I won’t,” I muttered, looking down at my sword. I couldn’t stop myself from asking, “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you… Why did you try so hard to befriend me?”

When Sanya didn’t speak, I reluctantly looked up. Her brows were pinched.

“Because I like you, Lonan. I think you’re a good person who has been made to do terrible things. I think you deserve happiness just as much as anyone else. And I think you deserve more than you are currently being offered.” Her voice hardened. “Especially now, knowing what is waiting for you. I saw you out here, day after day, mostly alone. I didn’t like it. And I could see how… helpless you felt. You said it yourself,” she added quickly when I opened my mouth to protest. “But you’re not helpless. You’re choosing to be. You said you wanted a choice. You have one. Take it.”

I let out a shaky breath. “But Ash—”

“The king will understand. He knows what you need to do. And if he doesn’t understand, then…” Sanya pursed her lips with a slight shrug. “That tells you everything.”

“He’s not trying to keep me here forever. He’s not trying to stop me from becoming king.” The words burned my throat, because I wasn’t sure whether I truly believed them or not. “He’s just asking for more time. Time for us to prepare. Time for us to be together first.”

“Together on his terms.”

I shot her a warning glance. “Careful.”

“I apologise.” She didn’t sound like she meant it. “But more time for what? Why does he want to delay it? Is he scared of losing you?”

“He would never lose me.”

“Then is he scared of you not needing him anymore?”

“I will always need him,” I snarled.

“Lonan…” Sanya took a step closer. “The king’s intentions may be good. He may think he is acting in your best interests, protecting you, keeping you safe. That doesn’t mean it’s not harming you. Because it is.”

My pulse sped up as I parted my lips to speak. Voice barely above a whisper, I said, “I know.”

“I don’t want you to go, but you have to.” Sanya reached out to squeeze my shoulder, making me stiffen. Her fingers were strong and calloused, and for some reason, the touch grounded me. “You can’t stay here. You have to go.”

“I know,” I said again.

“You have to talk to him.”

“I’ve tried.”

“Try again. One more time. And if he still won’t listen…” She let go and stepped back, lifting her chin. “I will help you.”

Even entertaining the idea felt like a betrayal to Ash. Would I just leave? I couldn’t do that to him. I couldn’t.

I would try to talk to him again. I had to. And I had to pray that he would agree with me this time.

Sanya was right. I couldn’t stay here anymore.


Chapter Eighteen

Lonan

When I got back to our room a short while later, Ash still wasn’t there.

I ate dinner alone, in silence, then undressed and got into bed, the conversation with Sanya spinning around and around in my mind.

It was time. I could feel it. I’d faltered before. I’d been afraid, I’d been unsure, I’d been unwilling to take on the monumental role waiting for me. But something had changed in me now, and I wasn’t sure what.

Perhaps I was simply so easily swayed by a few choice words from another. My brother’s words kept returning to me too, in moments when I let my thoughts stray.

“You’re too young and naïve to even realise how conditioned you are. You have been trained to obey.”

The fact that Balor’s voice was still ringing in my head made me sick, but I couldn’t get rid of it—I couldn’t stop hearing the words. And every time I did, I was filled with overwhelming restless energy. Like insects swarming in my belly. Like ice splintering into my limbs, urging me to move. To do something.

To stop simply sitting here on seelie land like a lump of clay, unmoulded and useless until someone else shaped me into whatever suited them.

It could have been minutes or hours later when I heard the bedroom door softly open. And I despised myself for it, but I slammed my eyes shut and evened out my breaths, pretending to be asleep. I just couldn’t handle speaking to Ash in that moment, not with my heart pounding at the thought of the conversation I planned to have with him.

I listened to the sounds of him moving around our bedroom. He kept his steps as quiet as possible, but my ears still picked up the exhausted drag of them. The despondent sigh he let out as he got undressed. The brief pause, the rasp of skin rubbing against skin as he scrubbed a hand over his face. Then the pad of bare feet going into the bathroom.

My throat closed up at the thought of leaving him.

When he got into bed a short while later, he immediately shuffled as close to me as possible and pressed a kiss to my chest before resting his head there. His body sagged against mine as he let out a long, weary breath, and I felt the whisper-soft flutter of his eyelashes against my skin as he blinked a few times before finally letting his eyes close.

It didn’t take long at all for him to fall asleep. It never did. He was always exhausted.

I tried to clear my mind and relax my body, but it was impossible with Ash pressed against me in sleep. His skin grew so hot. Unbearably hot. But I couldn’t bring myself to pull away from him, even as the air in the room began to smother me.

I stared into the darkness as my skin grew slick where it was pressed against his. A long leg was slung over my thighs, his head was still on my chest, his forearm resting on my belly. Deep, even breaths heated my skin. Sweat dampened the sheet beneath me. My hairline prickled, scalp already damp.

I couldn’t stand it.

Moving gently, wanting to squirm with guilt, I manoeuvred Ash until I could slide out from beneath him. He didn’t wake. I stopped and stared down at him in the dark for a second, slowly reaching out to tuck a stray curl behind his ear. Even in sleep, he looked tired. Strained. There was still tension around his eyes, and his jaw was clenched like he was gritting his teeth.

My poor Ash.

I dressed in trousers and a loose shirt, leaving it untucked, then silently eased our bedroom door open to leave our quarters. There had already been many nights when I’d left our room to go for a walk, unable to sleep, so I’d found a route that stopped me having to interact with the guards at the front doors in the great hall.

I followed the empty corridors until I reached the rose garden. Even at night, the cloying scent of the flowers was overpowering, so I walked quickly down the paths until I reached the hidden gap in the wall—a section of old stone that had crumbled away, covered by a rose bush. Thorns tugged at my shirt as I slipped through, and then I was striding across the palace’s perfectly manicured lawns, sticking to the shadows, until I was venturing into the empty, sprawling fields of seelie, away from the palace and town and all the life.

I felt like I was going mad. The heat was a tangible thing, a thick quilt trying to smother me, following me everywhere I went to trap me beneath it. I couldn’t escape. I just needed to escape it for a second. Just a second.

The Woods of Orna would be cooler. Not as cool as I needed, not as cool as unseelie, but blessedly cooler. I strode with purpose through meadows and over gently rolling hills, along the bank of the rushing river, until the treeline appeared up ahead.

But as I reached the edge of seelie land and paused, my feet suddenly felt glued to the grass. I stared into the trees, into the darkness, willing myself to take those last few steps and cross over. Just for a moment, just to escape the heat and allow myself a few moments to think clearly. Not to leave. I hadn’t spoken to Ash yet, and I wouldn’t leave without telling him first. I just wanted to escape seelie’s oppressive heat for a minute. Thirty seconds. A few moments. Anything.

I couldn’t.

For an instant, I thought I was going to cry. Balor was right. I was nothing more than a trained dog. Conditioned to obey. Aimless when I wasn’t being told what to do.

I couldn’t betray Ash by leaving seelie land for even a second. I just couldn’t do it.

“Don’t let all those years of training go to waste. Don’t let yourself rot away to nothing here, becoming soft and lazy and degrading yourself as the seelie king’s pampered pet.”

I had never loathed myself more than I did in that moment. My bare feet stuck to seelie ground, my body unwilling to let me take a single step forward for myself, my sadistic brother’s calculating words spinning in my head.

Something’s wrong with you. I didn’t know whose voice it was in my head this time. My own? My mother’s? Balor’s? Happiness isn’t something you can have. Accept it.

My chin trembled. But I wanted it. I wanted to be happy. I deserved it, didn’t I? Didn’t everyone?

Why didn’t I?

You’ll never deserve it, the oily little voice whispered. You’ll never be happy with what you have. You wanted Ash. You have him, and now it’s not enough. You wanted to escape your mother. You’re as far away from her as you can be, and all you want is to go back.

The voice was right. There was something wrong with me. I was broken.

My mind was becoming more and more clouded, and I knew that if I could just have a moment away from this relentless heat, I would be able to think more clearly. But as I stood there, I realised that there wasn’t even a cool breeze coming off the forest this time. No fingers of mist crept from between the trees, trying to lure me in. The wall of heat continued all around me, pressing in from all sides.

Looking up, I stared at the leaves on the trees, silvery and pale in the moonlight.

They were all wilting.

Branches sagged sadly, drooping toward the ground. The grass, so lush and soft under my feet, grew sparser and darker between the trees in front of me.

I closed my eyes and tried to find the chill of unseelie, all the way on the other side of the forest. I could sense it—I could always sense it, like a constant tug at my navel trying to draw me back in—but it seemed further away now. Even harder to reach.

I frowned, my eyes still shut. Why did it all feel… wrong?

My breath caught when a single spot of coldness suddenly prickled my left side, a beacon of frost and ice and chill in an unbroken landscape of cloying warmth. I found my feet moving that way, following the treeline, something inside me instinctively trying to chase down the comfort.

It was coming towards me. I walked faster, desperate to reach it, and it seemed to speed up as well. I couldn’t see anything between the trees, but suddenly I could hear it, crunching over dead leaves and twigs, clothes rustling, those tendrils of cold reaching out to feel for me too—

“I knew you’d come back.”

I stopped dead, sickness thudding into my gut.

Balor was breathing fast as he stared at me from between the trees, just a few feet away. My stomach roiled when his hard blue eyes roamed over my frame, and I took a sharp step back from the treeline.

“You look like shit, Lonan.”

I ground my teeth together. “Fuck off.”

“This place is ruining you. You’re rotting from the inside.”

“I said fuck off.”

Balor threw back his head and laughed. “Turn around and walk away. I can’t follow you.” When I didn’t move, he smirked. “Mm.”

“You make me sick,” I rasped. “I despise you, Balor.”

“I know,” he purred, making me shudder with revulsion. “But you’re still here. You can’t help yourself, can you? In this moment, I am exactly what you need.”

I swallowed back bile. I hated him for it, I hated myself for it, but he was right. He was the single spot of familiarity and I wanted desperately to cling to it. I wanted it enough to not care that it was Balor.

Something was very, very wrong with me.

“Have you thought about my offer?” Balor drawled, leaning his shoulder against a tree trunk and crossing his arms.

“I turned it down the moment you offered it,” I said flatly.

He eyed me. “Yes, but things are different now, aren’t they?”

What?

When I stayed silent, he huffed and gestured around him vaguely. “Time is running out, Lonan. I know you’re young, but perhaps it’s time to start acting like an adult, hmm? Let’s put our petty squabbles aside.”

I ground my teeth together, wanting to fly over the treeline and wring his neck. “You can’t goad me into doing what you want, Balor.”

The condescending smirk dropped from his face, replaced instantly by an ugly scowl. “So you truly are a traitor in every sense of the word, then? You’re just going to stand by the side of your seelie dog while he destroys everything.”

“What are you talking about?” I snarled before I could stop myself. “I told you not to talk about Ash. Don’t ever talk about him.”

Balor went very still before slowly straightening. The unsettling gleam in his eyes reflected the silvery moonlight as he grinned, wide and sharp. “He hasn’t told you?”

Apprehension twisted my insides, keeping me silent. Told me what? What hadn’t Ash told me?

“His perverse power is infiltrating the forest.” Balor gestured around him again, looking gleeful that he got to tell me this. “He’s killing everything. Perhaps this is what happens when mortal scum thinks he can play make-believe as a fae monarch.”

“That’s not—” I swallowed, looking at the trees again, a terrible sense of dread sinking into my gut when I once more noticed the wilting branches, the browning leaves, the crisp snap and crunch of dead things with every tiny shift of Balor’s feet.

Ash was doing this?

“It’s reaching deeper every day,” Balor rasped. “Getting closer and closer to unseelie. He’s going to wipe us out, Lonan. Destroy us all until he’s the only one left. Surely you can see that’s what he wants.”

“That’s not what he wants.” Ash would never want that. I knew it without a doubt.

“Naïve little fool,” Balor hissed. “You’re blinded by this sick desire you have for him. You should be ashamed, Lonan. Have you really just become his vapid little plaything and nothing more? Does he even speak to you or just keep you chained to his bed? Is this really what you’ve been reduced to?”

“Shut up,” I gritted out. “I told you not to—”

“You know you can’t stay here,” Balor interrupted. “You know you won’t stay here. All you’re doing is letting that vile little dog destroy more and more of us, of all life, while you delay the inevitable.”

“Call him that again, and I will—”

“Enough,” Balor snapped. “Gods, enough of the empty threats. You’re an embarrassment. Come into the fucking forest and do it.” He seethed, baring his teeth at me. “You want to kill me? You want to slice me in half, make me pay for every insult to your seelie dog, cut out my tongue, slit my throat? Come and fucking do it, Lonan.”

I was breathing hard as I stared at him, sweat dampening my hair. I wanted to cut him in half. I wanted to slice off his tongue and gouge out his eyes and rip the hair from his head strand by strand. I’d never relished killing before. I’d never drawn it out or tried to make it particularly painful. I’d never wanted to make a living being suffer.

But I wanted him to suffer.

My eyes darted down to the silver sword hanging from his hip. And I realised, in a sickening rush, that I had forgotten to pick up my dagger on the way out of the bedroom. I’d been too concerned with getting out into the cooler air, my mind cloudy from the relentless heat in the bedroom.

“You’ve become as pathetic as that mongrel,” Balor spat when I didn’t move or speak. I was trying to decide whether I would be able to cross the distance between us and grab his sword before he could. “All these empty threats from both of you. Gods, it gets so damn boring, Lonan. You can finally kill me and you’re too much of a coward to fucking do it.”

His harsh bark of laughter almost made me flinch. He spread his arms wide, a stain of pale skin and white hair in the dark gloom of the forest.

“I killed the dog’s parents, and yet here I still am.” His grin was ghoulishly wide and sharp. “I cut off his fucking arm and here I still am. I took you out of the air with a crossbow and here I am, opposite the most feared fae assassin alive, taunting him while he stands there and does nothing. You’re a joke, both of you. Two little boys who tried to play grown-up games and got scared when they became too real. It would be funny if it wasn’t so fucking sad.”

It felt like I was going to explode from fury. My bones were reshaping themselves before I could even register it, fur splitting through my skin and sprouting thick and dark as I dropped onto all fours as the wolf. A savage snarl tore from my throat as I lunged closer to the treeline and snapped my teeth at him.

Balor jolted, taking a quick step back before reaching down and swiftly drawing his sword. “Try not to make the same mistake you did last time, little brother, by lunging directly onto my sword, hmm?”

I snarled again, pacing back and forth along the treeline just opposite. Balor smirked, dropping to his haunches so his face was level with my lowered head. My hackles were raised, a low, threatening growl vibrating my chest.

“So there is still something left in that wan little shell.” He smiled at me, a sickening smile, and tilted his chin to expose his neck. “Come on then, Lonan. Come and tear my throat out.”

I was vibrating with tension as I bared my teeth at him. My gaze dropped to his pale neck. I wanted to do it. I wanted to hear his panicked breaths and feel his bones crunching between my teeth. I wanted to see the life leave his hard, cruel eyes.

“That’s what I thought.” Balor sneered when I didn’t move, standing back up. “Look at what he’s reduced you to. You should think yourself lucky that I still want you, Lonan. I can’t imagine anyone else will.” He gestured at my back legs. “What good is a lame wolf?”

I froze, my heart stuttering as I suddenly remembered in a sickening rush. My leg.

My head whipped around, and I stared in horror at the empty space where my back leg should have been. Now that my brain had finally registered it wasn’t there, I lost my balance in a jarring rush and stumbled, teetering to the side before toppling back with a pathetic whine.

“Such a pity,” Balor muttered, his lip curled as he gazed down at me. “My poor little brother. You’re not yourself. You need to come home, hmm?”

I tried to get up, but panic was making my limbs shake, making them too unsteady, sending me tumbling back down every time I managed to get my front paws under me.

My leg. My leg is gone again. It’s gone. It’s gone it’s gone it’s gone

Balor extended a pale hand, his fingertips hovering just an inch from the edge of the treeline. I remembered the feel of those long, cold fingers wrapped around my neck. Circling my scrawny arm as he flung me to the ground or into freezing water when I was a boy. Poking and prodding and jabbing as cruel laughter filled the air.

I hated him more than anything.

“If you can get up and limp your way to me, I’ll look after you,” he murmured pityingly.

I snapped my teeth at him, but the threat was weak. Pointless. I couldn’t even stand up.

“This would never have happened if you’d just stayed with me, Lonan.” Balor heaved a longsuffering sigh. “But I’m still willing to have you by my side. Just come here. Come on. Come. Here.”

I’m not a fucking dog, I wanted to scream, panting with fear as phantom pain shot up and down my missing leg like white-hot needles.

“I’m sure we can find a way to fix this,” Balor wheedled in a condescending tone. “But I’m not like Mother anyway, Lonan. I won’t force you to shift into every kind of animal like you’re nothing but a little puppet. I’ll even overlook the ugly wooden leg. I’ll dress you in the finest clothes that hide it completely. No one on unseelie ever need know that you’re deformed.”

He gestured at me again, still holding out his hand, and cooed, “Come on, Lonan. Together we will get rid of Mother and rule unseelie. You’ll have a place again. A purpose. You’ll be where you belong. With me.”

I finally managed to stand up, my three legs shaking wildly and my body wanting to tip to one side. I heard him tut when I turned in a tight circle, limping unsteadily, to get away. I needed to get away. My mind felt even more chaotic, panic swirling. I wanted Ash.

Ash. I want Ash.

“Shame,” I heard Balor say. “Don’t forget we’re running out of time, Lonan.”

I ignored him as I stumbled over the grass, falling repeatedly as I struggled to coordinate just three legs in this form. But I didn’t dare shift back. I couldn’t. I was too terrified to find out what would happen to my leg once I was in my true form again. It might be gone completely. It might be a fresh, torn-open wound. I remembered the agony of it.

My breaths were snarling out of me in panic, my fur standing on end, and the animalistic part of my brain was very, very aware that I was in the wrong place, surrounded by the wrong kind of fae, alone and weak and defenceless. But I kept limping forward, trying to bite back my pained whines, telling myself again and again that everything would be alright if I could just get back to Ash.

I knew I was lying to myself. But I kept going.


Chapter Nineteen

Ash

“Luad.” Frantic pounding on the bedroom door ripped me out of sleep. I winced as the bright morning sunlight pierced my eyes the moment I opened them, still groggy from being woken so suddenly. “Luad?”

Jora’s muffled voice was wobbly with panic as she knocked again. Frowning hard, I rubbed the grit out of my eyes and instinctively looked over at Lonan to make sure he was alright.

He wasn’t there.

Worry dropped into the pit of my stomach like a heavy weight, making me shoot up in bed. My hand patted over the empty side of the mattress, finding it cool.

I scrambled out of bed and shoved on the first things I could find, a pair of loose linen trousers and a white shirt. I was still buttoning it when I ripped open the bedroom door.

“Where’s Lonan?” I demanded as Jora parted her lips to speak, face flushed deep pink. “Is he okay?”

“I-I haven’t seen him, King Ash.” She sounded distracted, and she twisted the front of her dress in her hands as she stared up at me anxiously. “We—There’s a wolf,” she blurted.

I froze. “What?”

“In the rose garden. There’s a wolf. We don’t know what to do. It… it only has three legs—”

My pulse leapt. I set off without another word, striding down the corridor as fast as I could. “Is he injured?”

“Well, it—he is missing the leg, but it isn’t bleeding… We think it’s a spiritsmith, Luad, because of the eyes. Its eyes aren’t… It might be dangerous.”

I forced myself not to snap at her even as a sharp flare of anger made my fists clench. It wasn’t Jora’s fault. She didn’t know it was Lonan. I assumed the seelie Folk knew that Lonan was a spiritsmith, but his known form was that of the crow. The fact that he could change into almost anything was a secret the Carlin had closely guarded. Probably so she could send him out in various forms to stalk and spy on fae without them realising.

“He’s not dangerous.” I suddenly remembered Lonan saying he’d talked to Gillie about his leg and what would happen if he shifted. “Jora, will you go and get Prince Nua and Gillie? Ask them to meet me in the rose garden.”

“Of course, Luad.” She rushed off.

The air around the palace staff grew more frantic and hushed as I approached the rose garden. They were whispering to each other, and a small group were hovering outside of the garden door until they saw me approaching and scattered after dipping into deep bows.

I was still barefoot, I realised as I stepped outside onto gritty stone that was already hot in the morning sun. The air was always dry and dusty here, but sweet and fragrant. Usually, the only sounds were those of bees and crickets and the occasional birdsong. It was why I loved it here so much.

This morning, all I could hear was overexcited chatter coming from deeper in the garden, past the maze of stone walls. More staff were hovering, like this was entertainment for them, and my temper momentarily spilled over.

“Don’t stand there and gawk,” I snapped, making them jump. “Get back to work.”

Lonan wasn’t a fucking spectacle for them to stare at. I didn’t know what had prompted him to shift into the wolf, when I knew he’d been so worried about what would happen to his leg, and I didn’t know why he was out here, but there was obviously a reason why he wasn’t shifting back. Panic streaked through me, making me break into a run.

I skidded to a stop when I rounded a wall and saw the cluster of guards pointing their weapons at a large black shape backed into a corner.

Something shattered just a little inside me as I took in the wolf—the huge body, the black fur, those eerie solid-black eyes. I hadn’t seen him like this for so long.

This was the creature that had given me comfort when I was all alone in that cottage on unseelie, still grieving for my parents, scared of what was going to happen to me, confused and angry.

This was who I’d cried to, spoken to, told things. Before I’d even known it was him, Lonan had been my only true friend for a long time.

I jolted back to reality when I realised that his hackles were raised, a low, shuddery growl vibrating from his throat and his sharp teeth bared as he eyed the guards with threatening distrust. He was huddled back into the corner of two walls, rose thorns catching on his thick black fur. He kept shifting to keep his balance, hopping unsteadily on his single back leg.

A hoarse sound left me before I could stop it. My poor Lonan.

The moment he spotted me, his black eyes snapping to my face, he let out a plaintive whine.

“Get away from him.” I rushed forward as the guards looked back at me. When none of them moved, I snarled, “Get the fuck away from him.”

They started stepping back uncertainly, exchanging wary glances as I knelt in front of Lonan and cupped his muzzle in my hands. He was panting in distress, but he dragged a paw over my knee and snuffled at my inner wrist.

“Luad…” one of the guards began.

“Everyone leave.” I could hear that none of them moved at the order, so after a few seconds of silence, I barked, “Everyone leave now.”

As boots shuffled over dusty stone, I pressed a kiss to the top of Lonan’s snout. “Are you okay?”

He whined, pawing at my knee again, rough tongue darting out to lick my chin.

“That thing is fucking enormous,” I heard one of the guards mutter. “Is it… the king’s pet?”

“Is it the unseelie?” another asked curiously. “But I thought he turned into a—”

“Go,” I snapped, peering back to glare at them. Once they’d started hurrying away, I turned back to Lonan. “Are you worried about shifting back?” I whispered. “Is that why you haven’t?”

He whined again.

“I’ve sent for Gillie,” I told him, trying to keep my tone calm and reassuring. “He and Nua are on their way.” I swallowed, my voice growing hoarse. “Are you in pain? Is the… the leg…”

Lonan jerked his snout to the side, which I knew meant no. Breathing a tiny sigh of relief, I smoothed a hand through the thick fur on his neck. “I know you don’t like eating or drinking in this form, but do you need some water? It’s hot out here.”

He indicated no again, then crept further out from the corner so he could rest his snout on my shoulder, tucking it into my neck and snuffling at my hair. I swallowed thickly, wrapping my arms around his upper body and burying my face in his fur. The musky, smoky scent took me back to the cottage, to sitting outside with him every night, sharing with him all the things I couldn’t share with anyone else. Feeling the bulk of his heavy body leaning against my side, giving me warmth and comfort.

God, I’d missed him like this.

“I love you,” I whispered into his fur.

For a few moments, I allowed myself to imagine that we were back in the cottage on the edge of unseelie. Sitting outside together in the dark with him as the wolf, or dozing in a patch of sun on the bed while he was the cat, or lounging in front of the fire on the rug while he was in his usual form, talking and eating, part of us always touching. Our hands linked together. My head on his chest. His fingers in my hair.

It had all been simple then. Blissful ignorance. Sometimes I wanted that back.

“Ash?”

Lonan’s big body tensed against mine as Nua’s voice rang out from somewhere else in the rose garden. I pulled back as two sets of quick footsteps approached, but kept my fingers buried in Lonan’s fur as I looked back over my shoulder. Nua and Gillie appeared from around the corner, the latter’s dark brows drawn into a heavy frown.

“Oh, lad.” He stepped closer and crouched, scrubbing a hand over his cheek. “I went and got my notebooks like I said I would. I’ve been reading through them. But I suppose you couldn’t wait any longer, eh?”

“Have you found anything out?” I asked immediately.

“I’ve looked up everything I can about the ingredients we used for the leg.” Gillie sighed, shaking his head. “There is so little written about how certain ingredients might affect the abilities of a spiritsmith, because spiritsmiths are so rare as it is. Spiritsmiths who’ve lost a limb and had a replacement crafted the way we made his? Lonan’s probably the first.”

“So… so what’s going to happen?” I asked. Lonan’s eyes held mine, and I knew he was wondering the exact same thing. I could see the fear there.

“We won’t know until Lonan shifts back.” Gillie’s voice was grim.

My heart spasmed with fear. I blinked fast, trying to get rid of the memories now blaring in my brain: the blood pumping from the jagged stump of Lonan’s thigh as he passed out on the forest floor, his skin grey and clammy. The hours and hours spent waiting for him to wake up, not knowing if he would. Not knowing if I’d ever get the chance to tell him that I remembered him. That I loved him.

I stiffened when Lonan limped forward, wobbling on his three legs before leaning heavily against my knees. I smoothed a hand over his fur again. He gave my neck a lick before tensing his body and taking an unsteady step forward again.

I wracked my brain as I quickly stood, resting a hand on the top of his head. “You want to go to our room?” I asked, figuring he might not want to attempt shifting out here in the garden.

Especially if his branch leg didn’t come back.

“Good idea.” Gillie gave me a grim nod as the three of us watched Lonan unsteadily make his way through the maze of the rose garden’s stone walls. “We will need to be ready. Just in case.”

I nodded sharply and looked away to catch up with Lonan, walking slowly by his side, wanting him to know I was here if he did stumble. I remembered the unbalanced feeling I’d had when I first lost my arm, and that was nothing compared to this—to trying to relearn how to walk with a missing leg.

Nua went ahead and cleared the hallways so Lonan had some privacy. Our procession through the palace was painstakingly slow, though Lonan did seem to gain some confidence the longer he walked. I could tell he was flagging though, his head drooping, his dark eyes tired but still wary and alert as he looked around. He was probably hungry and thirsty and exhausted.

“Luad.”

I jumped when the hushed voice sounded from my left. Already frowning, I looked over to see Brahm hurrying toward us.

He dipped into a rushed bow. “I am sorry to interrupt, Luad—”

“Not now,” I snapped.

Brahm flinched, which immediately made me feel bad for my sharp tone. He’d worked for the Brid before, and it hadn’t been all that long since her murderous rule. Trying to soften the frown furrowing my brow, I took a breath.

“Sorry, Brahm. Can it wait?”

“I—” His green eyes darted to Lonan’s huge wolf form. “I am very sorry, Luad, v-very, very sorry, but it is actually a somewhat delicate and… urgent matter.”

My jaw clenched, locking up. I looked over at Lonan. He was slowly making his way down the hall, Gillie murmuring quietly to him by his side. Nua glanced back at us and gave me a tiny reassuring smile.

“Quickly.” I stepped closer to Brahm. “Very quickly, Brahm.”

“Yes, of course,” he rushed out, then lowered his voice. “King Ash, there is a… rather sizeable group of solitary Folk at the edge of seelie land.”

I tensed. “What? More than yesterday?”

I’d ended up refusing entry to the five who had requested permission onto seelie land the day before. Had they come back?

“Yes, Luad.” Brahm kept his voice respectfully flat. “More than yesterday. Many more.”

“What?” I repeated, trying not to let the panic bleed into my tone. “Why? What do they want?”

“I believe they are…” Brahm’s eyes flickered. “Protesting.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “What?”

“They say that you are…” Brahm squirmed uncomfortably, averting his gaze. “They say that you are infecting their home. That you are trying to take over the Woods of Orna out of greed.”

I was too stunned to react. The solitary fae thought I was the one who wanted to do that?

When the only fucking reason I was here was because the other fae monarch wanted to do that?

The idea that there were Folk accusing me of that was so acutely unfair that I almost laughed at the infuriating absurdity of it.

Then Brahm continued, and that swell of furious frustration quickly turned into fear.

“They say that they will not leave until you stop killing off everything in the forest, Luad,” he told me solemnly. “They are… they are saying that the Higher Spirits will punish you if you don’t stop.”

I swallowed. “I’m not doing it on—” Forcing myself to stop, I nodded quickly. “I’ll—I’ll deal with it in a little while. Okay? Maybe… maybe get Morrin. Send for him. He can…”

I had no idea how to handle this, especially not when all I wanted was to be with Lonan and make sure he was alright. My head started to throb, so I rubbed my temples and scrubbed a hand over my face.

“I’ll sort it out later,” I told Brahm, already turning to follow the others. I didn’t want to think about it right now. I couldn’t.

They had made it to our bedroom by the time I caught up with them. After a few attempts, Lonan managed to clamber up onto our bed before collapsing there, panting heavily. Nua and Gillie were already busy grabbing clean cloths and setting out bandages and fresh water.

Because we had no idea if Lonan’s leg would once again be a jagged, torn-open stump when he shifted back.

I perched on the edge of the bed, smoothing my fingers through the coarse fur on his side. “Are you okay?” I whispered.

Lonan’s black eye flickered toward me, pink tongue lolling out of his mouth, his teeth deadly sharp as he panted. I looked back at his missing leg and tried to keep all the emotion off my face.

“We’ll deal with whatever happens, okay?” I told him quietly, lifting my hand to gently smooth my thumb over one of his pointed ears.

Lonan whined. I could see the fear in his eyes. He jumped when Gillie approached with a stack of cloths, which he efficiently tucked under Lonan’s lower half without a word. But we all knew what they were for.

I let out a breath, then slowly removed my hand from Lonan’s side. “Whenever you’re ready. We’ll stay here as long as you need.”

He whined again, black eyes darting to Nua and Gillie, then back to me.

I turned to them with an apologetic smile. “I think he might…”

“Understood, lad.” Gillie wrapped his arm around Nua, who was watching us anxiously.

“Call us if…”

“I will.” I gave my brother another tiny smile, but I was already looking back down at Lonan before I heard the door click shut behind them. “It’s just us now, okay? But they’re ready if… if you need them.”

It took a few minutes for Lonan to work up the courage. I waited, still perched on the edge of the bed, trying to hide how tense I was. But I couldn’t stop myself from stiffening up in fear when that oily black smoke finally appeared, enveloping the wolf as it suddenly vanished.

“Oh thank fuck,” I breathed in relief when Lonan appeared in the wolf’s place, dressed in a loose untucked shirt and a pair of trousers, the wooden foot of his branch leg poking out the end.

Lonan was drenched in sweat and still breathing hard, and at first, his black eyes refused to leave mine as I rested a hand on the centre of his chest to try and soothe him.

“It’s okay,” I whispered as he stared at me in wild panic.

His throat bobbed. Slowly, he shifted to lean back against the headboard, then let his gaze dip down his frame. A hoarse sound left him.

“Fuck.” He sagged in visible relief, his hand shaking when he pressed it to the join in his leg through the thin fabric of his trousers.

I was shaky with relief when I stood and hurried to the door, poking my head out to tell Nua and Gillie that he was fine. When I made my way back over to the bed, Lonan was still breathing unsteadily, his hands trembling as he shoved his damp hair back from his face.

I hurried to pour him a glass of water, and he gulped it down greedily as I sat back down on the edge of the bed. He drained it, so I poured him another and watched in silence as he drank.

“Are you okay?” I whispered.

He pulled the glass away and wiped his mouth, then set it down on the bedside table. Twining our fingers together, he squeezed my hand. “I still have my leg, and I can shift. This was the best possible outcome.”

“I suppose, but…” My eyes grew a little hot. “Will you be able to adapt, do you think? As… as the wolf, I mean. And the cat…”

“I’m sure I will.” His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“How come…” I licked my lips, for some reason feeling nervous. “What made you decide to try shifting for the first time in the night? Or this morning. Whenever you…”

When he didn’t answer at first, I swallowed and gently squeezed his hand, adding, “I would’ve stayed with you, if you’d… I hate the thought of you being out there alone.”

“Ash.” Lonan’s dark eyes finally met mine. “Why didn’t you tell me about the forest?”

I blinked in shock, mouth opening and closing wordlessly. “What… what do you—”

“Your power creeping into Orna.” His gaze grew sorrowful. “Reaching for unseelie.”

I flinched back, branch fingers closing tightly around the hem of my shirt. “I’m sorry,” I croaked. “I only found out the night before last. I was going to tell you—of course I was. I just…”

He sighed, gazing down into his cup. “I saw Balor again.”

My fingers clenched around my shirt so tightly I heard the fabric rip. Rage, hot and throbbing and so sudden, made my voice shake. “Where? Did he hurt you?”

“No. He couldn’t touch me.”

Some of the fury bled away, allowing me to exhale. “Okay.”

“He still wants me to help him kill Mother. Of course I’m not going to help him, but…” Lonan looked at me again, uncertain. “I don’t think we can wait any longer to do it ourselves, Ash.”

Panic sent my pulse hammering in my throat. “But we’re not ready. We haven’t even talked about—”

“So let’s talk about it now.” Lonan sounded calm, steady, like he’d already made up his mind. Like he was ready to go and kill the Carlin and take his crown.

But I wasn’t. I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t ready for him to go.

Please don’t go, the tiny, scared voice in my head begged.

“I just need to think of the exact right order to give her after saying her true name,” Lonan was saying, but I could barely hear him, my blood pounding in my ears, “so that she can’t do anything in retaliation—”

“Lonan.” I licked my dry lips and reached for his hand, my heart thudding too hard. “We have to plan this so carefully. We have to be so, so careful. There are so many things that could go wrong—”

“What did you do to prepare for killing the Brid?”

I froze, my face flaming with heat. “Well, I—Nothing, but…”

But I’d been prepared to die that night. And I was not, in any shape or form, prepared to risk the same of Lonan.

“Ash.” Lonan kissed my knuckles, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “It needs to be soon. What’s happening to the forest…”

“I’m not doing it on purpose,” I blurted, my voice rough. “I swear, Lonan.”

“I know.” He kissed my hand again. “But… perhaps it’s a sign. From the Higher Spirits. Maybe… maybe you weakened the Carlin when you shot her with that arrow coated in Gadleg’s venom.”

I clenched my jaw, trying to push down the sudden swell of frustration at the mention of the meddling Higher Spirits.

“Maybe,” I said tightly. “But it doesn’t mean we should rush into anything.”

I wanted to look away when Lonan gazed at me in silence.

“Why are we waiting though, Ash?” he asked softly.

Because I don’t want you to deal with what I’m dealing with. I’m scared of never getting to see you. I’m scared of losing you.

“Because—” I cut myself off, swallowing thickly. Cinching my fingers tighter through Lonan’s, I took a breath. “Because the thought of you getting hurt again, in any way, is…” I pursed my lips, gripping his hand. “I can keep you safe now. Away from all of them. I just… wanted to give you time. I wanted us to have time to just be together.”

“I see.” Lonan kissed my knuckles again, then was quiet for a minute as he gazed down at our joined hands. “I think… I think we’ve had those things now, Ash.”

My mouth trembled. What did that mean? Did that mean he wanted to leave? “But—”

“It’s time for the Carlin to go.” He lifted his gaze to mine. “Yes?”

I opened my mouth to disagree, but couldn’t get the word out.

Instead, I asked, my voice trembling, “Do you want to leave?”

When he tensed up, his fingers stiffening against mine, something broke inside me. His dark eyes were tight as we stared at each other in silence for a long, fraught moment. Outside, the sun shone brightly, birds chirped, insects buzzed, the comforting soundtrack to summer played like it had truly been orchestrated. Deeper in the palace, I could faintly hear staff calling out to each other, doors slamming, feet pounding over stone and wood. So much warmth and life.

But this room suddenly felt cold. Dark. I’d slept in lots of places over the last year or so, but this had finally begun to be the one that felt the safest to me. No Brid, no Carlin, no guards or bloodthirsty princes potentially lurking right outside. And I’d had Lonan here with me every morning and night. I’d woken up each day knowing that he would be right there—safe and warm and, most importantly, there.

I’d spent months with no memories of him, and I’d still woken up each morning reaching for someone in my sleep, my chest aching for something I didn’t have a name for, my body yearning for a person I hadn’t known existed.

I couldn’t decide which was worse. Reaching for a nameless, faceless person who wasn’t there, or knowing exactly who I was missing when I woke up alone.

Lonan licked his lips, looking down at our joined hands. “I don’t want to leave you,” he eventually said.

All that made me do was pick through his words, figuring out all the loopholes in that short statement. It wasn’t a promise not to leave. It wasn’t a declaration that he didn’t want to leave seelie, or even that he wouldn’t try to.

He didn’t want to leave me, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t.

My mouth trembled. Please don’t leave. Please don’t leave me.

“But I can’t stay here anymore, Ash,” Lonan finished.

Grief threatened to choke me, made me clench his fingers tighter as if that would stop him from ever leaving. The part of me that felt familiar—comforting, like my old self—agreed with him. It knew this was the sensible thing to do. It knew it was what needed to happen. It saw that Lonan had been retreating further and further into himself, lost, without a purpose, feeling out of sorts in the wrong place, and it wanted to make him feel better. It wanted to do what was best for him. It wanted him to be happy.

But the other half of me, the half that didn’t feel like me at all, simply wanted what it wanted, which was for Lonan to stay with me. To be here because I wanted it. That half of me rebelled furiously against the idea of Lonan leaving to become unseelie king. And that half was the side that had been getting stronger.

It was getting harder and harder to keep my emotions in check. Everything flared too hot, too sharp, taking over, making me feel like I had no control.

I kept wondering how long it would last. How long until the power I’d sapped from the Brid would feel natural, like it was a part of me and not a separate creature lurking under my skin? Would I ever be able to get control of it, or was a part of me still too mortal to fully handle what I was now?

Not just fae, but a fae king. I could feel the power in my body. In my veins. So much of it, still largely untapped. Wanting to take over. Greedy and hungry and eager to exert itself to its fullest ability. To prove what I could now do. How strong I could be.

That side of me was winning, and it scared me.


Chapter Twenty

Ash

He wants to leave. Don’t let him leave. Don’t let him.

An uncontrollable storm of emotions was rising up in me as I stared at Lonan in silence, my throat bobbing.

“Maybe there’s something I can do about the forest,” I blurted. “Maybe I can… push my powers back. Or something.”

I could already hear how hollow the words sounded. I didn’t even know how I was infecting the forest with my power—I certainly wasn’t doing it on purpose. I doubted I’d be able consciously reverse the effect.

“I’ll go into the forest with Nua and see what’s happening,” I told Lonan. “I’m sure I can… We just can’t rush into anything, Lonan. Please.”

Fear spiked when I saw irritation flicker in his dark gaze.

“I don’t think we are rushing,” he said. “We have waited this long already. It’s time.”

My heart started to pound in sheer panic. “We have to make an actual plan first.”

“Then let’s make a plan.”

“I—But we—Please.” I wasn’t making any sense, my breathing too fast and shallow as I frantically tried to think of a reason to delay this conversation. To delay all of this.

I just wanted to pretend none of it was happening. That there wasn’t a room full of advisers waiting for me downstairs because I was already late for my scheduled meetings for the day. That the forest wasn’t dying, and there wasn’t a crowd of angry solitary Folk gathering at the edge of seelie land, baying for my blood because I was somehow destroying their home. That there wasn’t an entire town of lives depending on me to keep them safe and fed and in good health. That there weren’t a thousand decisions for me to make, some of which felt contrived and stupid and pointless, but were still there. They weren’t going away. None of it was going away.

If I didn’t even have Lonan here with me, I didn’t know how I was going to cope with any of it.

“We—” I swallowed. “I thought we’d agreed to wait—”

“I’m done waiting, Ash,” Lonan barked. He tore his hand from mine and climbed off the bed, shoving his hair back irritably.

My pulse leapt at the outburst, and my legs shook as I slowly stood. “Lonan—”

“I can’t stay here anymore.” He rounded on me, his black eyes hard and cold with frustration, with anger. “I don’t want to be here anymore. I can’t fucking stand it, Ash. It’s too much.” He shuddered, mouth twisting. “It’s like I’m rotting. Stagnating.”

I jerked back in shock, which almost sent me toppling onto the bed until I shuffled away from it, eyeing him in horror. Rotting?

My eyes darted down to his bare throat. Was this why he hadn’t worn the acorn necklace in weeks? Had he spent this entire time wishing he was anywhere but with me?

“Wh-why… why didn’t you tell me?” I whispered.

“Why didn’t you tell me about the forest?” he shot back, the sharp edge in his voice making me flinch.

And then, in the face of his sudden cold anger, in the face of what he’d just said to me—that being here with me felt like he was rotting—it was like a part of me shut off so it wouldn’t have to feel the pain of those words. In its place, a storm of defiance and despair and rage rose inside me, so suddenly and sharply that for a second, I thought it was going to burst out from under my skin and become its own being. A thing made of nothing but fury.

My hands clenched into fists, my skin prickling with heat that made my face grow warm. “That’s not fair,” I gritted out. “I told you I only found out about that the other day.”

“You still kept it from me for that long.” There were two bright splotches of colour on Lonan’s cheeks, his face otherwise deathly pale.

I was suddenly reminded of my first few interactions with him, back when he was nothing more than the intimidating, aloof unseelie prince to me. Those sharp bites of cold anger he’d displayed towards me, the ones I met with my own hot temper.

“You hid it from me and instead tried to make me think everything was fine,” Lonan bit out. “Was that why you spent the day with me yesterday? To try and placate me? To keep me soft and obedient?”

“What the fuck?” I snarled, taking a step forward. “Keep you obedient? What the fuck are you talking about, Lonan? When have I ever wanted you to be obedient?”

“You want me to stay here as your consort and nothing more, don’t you?” he snarled. “Every time I tried to speak to you about the Carlin, you shut me down. To her, I was nothing but a tool. It feels like to you, I am nothing but a pet.”

If I hadn’t been so angry, that would have devastated me. Did he truly believe that? Did he honestly think I wanted him as a pet?

“That’s not fucking true,” I shouted, my face hot. “We’ve already had this discussion, Lonan. I’m not trying to make you my pet. I’m not trying to use you. I’m trying to keep you fucking safe.”

My blood was boiling. In that moment, it felt like I’d never been so angry in my entire life. It was clouding my vision. It was making me want to destroy things.

“You’re not leaving.” My voice cracked across the room, hard and biting. “You’re not leaving. It’s for your own good.”

I was too worked up to think clearly anymore. I was too furious, the anger already flooding through every inch of me but somehow still rising, still getting bigger and stronger, drowning out everything else.

“Listen to yourself,” Lonan shouted, but the flash of his anger only served to stoke my rage further, as if the hot, furious part of me was feeding off of it. “So I’m not your pet, I’m not a thing at your mercy, and yet you think you can tell me what to do?”

“I’m trying to protect you,” I roared.

“You’re trying to control me just like she did,” he yelled back, his black eyes almost unfocused with rage, like he was just as lost to it as I was. “But you can’t. I won’t let you. I’m not just a trained dog.”

“I’m not the one who called you that, Lonan,” I shouted in frustration.

“I have her name, not you.” Lonan didn’t even seem to be listening to me anymore. “I can kill her, not you. Just because you’re a king already doesn’t mean you can beat her.”

“We were going to do it together,” I gritted out. “We said we’d do it together, when we were both ready. That’s why we’re both here. So we’re safe until we’re ready.”

Lonan sneered. “I don’t need you to do it, Ash. I can do it without you. I have been staying here for you, not for me. I don’t want or need to be here.”

I flinched, but the pain from the fresh wound caused by his words was dull and muted beneath the fury still flooding my veins. “Well tough shit. This is where you are, and this is where you’re staying, because this is where you’re safe.”

His nostrils flared. “You can’t keep me here. You can’t stop me.”

“Yes, Lonan. I can.” I fumbled with the chain around my neck and held up the tiny feather pendant, something cruel and calculating and fae guiding me. “You still owe me a favour.”

He froze. For the first time, Lonan looked afraid as his gaze locked onto the pendant. His throat bobbed. Then defiant anger flooded his expression, drawing his dark brows together as he gave me a haughty look.

“You wouldn’t do that.” If I hadn’t known him so well, I would have missed the tiny thread of uncertainty edging his otherwise utterly sure tone. “That’s not you, Ash. You don’t really want to trap me here.”

I let out a rough, hysterical laugh. “I thought I was a monster trying to train you into being my obedient pet. Wouldn’t this be exactly the kind of thing I’d do according to you, Lonan?”

Lonan’s nostrils flared. He jerked his chin at the favour. “If you use that to keep me trapped here, you are no better than her.”

I saw red.

“Stop fucking comparing me to her,” I shouted, my hand shaking as I enclosed the pendant in my fist.

“So what is your plan, Ash?” Lonan was breathing hard as he stared at me, black eyes snapping with cold fury. “Keep me trapped here forever? Never let me become king? Do you like the fact that your power is creeping into the forest? Do you want to take over both courts like she does?”

“Maybe I do,” I snarled back, and in that moment I wasn’t sure if it was true or not. “Maybe that would be better for everyone.”

If I had both, Lonan wouldn’t need to become king. He could stay here with me. Suddenly, it seemed like the perfect idea.

“Maybe if you’re already so convinced that I’m just like her, I’ll become just like her.” I was barely even paying attention to the hot, furious words spewing from my mouth. “Why not? It’s not like anything I do even matters, is it? The Higher Spirits decide it all for us.” I sneered the words.

Lonan stared at me, his chest heaving with furious breaths, his face flushed and damp with sweat. “If you use the favour to trap me here, we can’t go back from that,” he bit out. “You will change everything between us.”

I was shaking with anger, but my vision blurred when hot tears sprang into my eyes and rolled down my cheeks. “I’ll change everything between us? I will? What about everything you’ve just said to me, Lonan? You just told me that being here with me feels like you’re rotting and that you don’t even want to be here. You just said I’m trying to make you my fucking pet dog. You just accused me of trying to control you like she did.”

Through the angry tears, I saw Lonan flinch and step back, a hint of regret creeping into his gaze. For a moment, I wondered if he was going to apologise for his cruel words. And then I would apologise for mine, and we could calm down and try and talk about this all when our tempers weren’t running so high. I didn’t want to fight with him. I never wanted to fight with him.

Then he squared his shoulders and lifted his chin, that familiar blank mask falling over his features and obscuring everything he was feeling. “This is pointless.”

I stayed perfectly still for a second as his words sank in, then choked on a disbelieving breath. “What?”

He gestured between us, his hand shaking, but his voice was completely, utterly emotionless when he spoke. “Talking about this is pointless.”

“What?” I repeated incredulously. “N-no it’s not. How else are we going to resolve this?”

“I’m done.” He strode for the door.

Panic choked me. “What do you mean? What does that mean? Where are you going? We need to talk about this.”

He didn’t answer, opening the bedroom door and slipping into the hallway.

“Where are you going?” I repeated as I stumbled after him, the panic making my voice loud and unsteady. “You’re not fucking leaving, Lonan.”

“I’m going to the training ring.”

I didn’t believe him.

“Promise me,” I bit out. “Promise me you won’t leave. Vow it.”

Lonan said nothing as he pushed open the doors leading out of our quarters. Pure terror clashed with the anger still pumping through my veins, making my vision cloudy.

“Lonan,” I shouted, striding after him. “Don’t you fucking dare leave me.”

“I told you I’m going to the training ring.” His voice was still horrifyingly flat.

When I realised every single member of staff around us had stopped to watch, I came to a halt, my cheeks burning with humiliation. Lonan vanished through another door, and I stared at it for a long moment, my entire body trembling.

“My king?”

I whirled around at the sound of the hesitant voice, my body on high alert, hands clenching into shaking fists as I fixed my wild gaze on the approaching guard.

He stopped abruptly a short distance away, shifting from foot to foot. “Is there anything you need us to…”

Still breathing too hard and fast, I looked back at the door Lonan had vanished through.

Then I heard myself say, “Watch him. Keep eyes on him at all times. Tell me if he does anything unusual.”

The guard inclined his head. “Yes, Luad.”

“Tell all the guards to stop him if he tries to leave seelie. Do not hurt him. But stop him.”

“Yes, Luad.”

“I’ll go,” another guard said quickly, stepping forward. She was a broad-shouldered woman with brown skin and weathered hands, and she gave me a shallow bow before turning to her fellow guard. “I’ll keep an eye on Prince Lonan. You go tell the others.”

“Alright.”

I turned to head back to our quarters in silence, the anger still teeming through me leaving no room for any of the guilt I should have felt. Lonan already seemed to think I was a monster, so why not just become one?

Maybe I was just fighting fate by trying to be better than the Brid. Maybe it was time for me to accept it.


Chapter Twenty-One

Ash

“Are you sure you’re alright, Ash?”

Not even my brother’s soft, concerned voice could coax me out of my black mood as we approached the treeline. After being assured that Lonan was, indeed, in the training ring with the guard who had said she would watch him, I’d sent for Nua and asked if he’d come with me into the forest.

I’d told Lonan I would go, to see if there was anything I could do. I wasn’t going to let him make me a liar. So I was fucking doing it.

“Guess I’m just eager to see how much of a monster I am, destroying everything,” I bit out as I stamped toward the trees, my jaw still clenched so hard that my entire face was aching.

“You’re not a monster.” Nua sounded confused as he followed. “And I don’t think anyone believes you’re doing it intentionally, Ash.”

“They might,” I shot back. “Isn’t this what the Carlin wanted, just reversed? Isn’t this what she was going to eat me ‘bit by bit’ for? To take over everything?”

“Yes, but… that’s not what you’re doing.”

“They all might think I am though.” I waved vaguely in the direction of the treeline to our right, which stretched endlessly into the distance. “All those solitary Folk cursing me, demanding the Higher Spirits punish me. They clearly think I’m doing it on purpose, don’t they?”

“They’re scared,” Nua said evenly. “It is easy to overreact when you’re scared. But it might not be as bad as…”

He trailed off as we crossed the treeline and entered the forest, our eyes taking a second to adjust to the darkness that seemed to always shroud it no matter the time of day. Nua had brought us to an area so remote that the flora covering the forest floor was thick and unwieldy, reaching up to our waists. Odd paths formed by animal feet wound between thick tree trunks, and creatures rustled unseen all around us.

We were far from the heart of Orna, where the bulk of solitary Folk resided and where the Midsith was located, so there was little chance of us running into any other fae. This part of the forest looked ancient, untouched. Which was why, when the dry air carried the faint, sharp scent of smoke, my gut clenched in panic. Surely we were too far from any sidhes to be smelling hearth smoke.

What would happen to us all if the forest caught on fire?

Leaves were wilting, curling at their edges, their colours fading to an unhealthy brown. Ferns drooped sadly on the forest floor. Decaying flower petals released bursts of rot-scent with every step we took. Everything was dry. The air was hot and arid.

“Oh.” Nua’s soft, grief-stricken voice made my entire body clench up. “It’s all dying.”

I wanted to protest, to defend myself, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t get the words out. Because Nua was right. It was all dying. Everything around us was dying.

I pressed my flesh-and-bone hand to a trunk and shuddered at the too-warm bark beneath my palm. It felt… wrong.

“It’s time, Ash,” Nua murmured, which made me tense up again for an entirely different reason, my head already pounding with fury. “Lonan needs to take his crown.”

I rounded on my brother, a snarl curling the corner of my lip, the horrible argument with Lonan still far too fresh. “I’m not putting Lonan in danger.”

“Why do you assume Lonan would be in any danger?” he asked calmly.

I stared at him in disbelief. “Are you joking?”

Nua’s brows twitched. “No. I am not.”

“Because—” I cut myself off with an incredulous laugh. “Do you really think the Carlin plans on just letting him waltz back onto unseelie? If that’s the case, why the fuck does she have her guards scouting the forest every day?”

“I believe Lonan can handle himself,” Nua said steadily. “He lived with the Carlin for over twenty years.”

“Yes, when he was still useful to her,” I snapped, not understanding how no one else could see this. “He could handle her when she was no real threat to him, because she wouldn’t have ever tried to kill him while she could still control him. He’s useless to her now, Nua. She has no reason to keep him alive. And she’s the queen. How can he possibly beat her?”

“You beat the Brid.”

“Barely.”

“He has her name. He can—”

“He has to get close enough to her to say it first,” I interrupted. “He has to get through all her guards. He has to get through his brothers. There are so many ways it could go wrong. So many ways he could get hurt. Get killed. I’m not risking it. I refuse.”

Nua’s face remained calm, but I saw a hint of fire flare in his green eyes. “Is it solely your decision? What about what Lonan wants? Surely he is not happy to just sit back and watch Orna and unseelie land wither away and die.”

Pain sliced through me, so sharp I flinched.

“I have been staying here for you, not for me. I don’t want or need to be here.”

“Lonan agreed to wait.” The words burned my throat, but I got them out because they weren’t technically a lie. I turned to continue stamping through the forest so Nua wouldn’t see the untruthfulness of the statement in my eyes.

He followed, his light boots crunching over too-dry leaves. “You know, many of your problems would vanish if Lonan became king.”

My gut clenched up. “You don’t know that for certain.”

“The forest would right itself. You could stop worrying about the Carlin and her other sons. Lonan would be near unkillable, just like you. You wouldn’t have to worry about him so much.”

Shut up shut up shut up. I clenched my jaw so hard a muscle ticked. I knew he was right, but Lonan becoming king just brought with it a new set of problems.

He wouldn’t be here anymore.

“It’s not enough that he has her name,” I spat. “That’s not a plan.”

“Then make a plan. Together.”

I exploded. “I have enough problems to deal with right now, Nua, without planning fucking regicide.”

“And like I said”—Nua’s voice remained infuriatingly calm—“many of those problems would disappear if the Carlin were gone.”

“Stop,” I burst out, spinning to glare at him. “Stop… talking in roundabout ways and trying to trick me. Just stop, Nua.”

“I am not trying to trick you.” Hurt sparked in his green eyes, but I was too worked up to feel guilty. “I am trying to show you how simple this could truly be if you just let it play out the way it is meant to. The wheels are already in motion, Ash. Do you remember Gillie saying that when you got your memories of Lonan back? There is no stopping it. The Higher Spirits have spoken. Lonan is going to become king, and this is them giving you the sign that it is time. You can’t delay it any longer.”

“The Higher fucking Spirits,” I spat with a sneer. “The Higher Spirits are still fae, which means I don’t trust a fucking word they say.”

Nua blinked, gazing at me with an unreadable expression. “You’re fae too, Ash. I’m fae. Does that mean you don’t trust me?”

“Of course I trust you,” I snapped. “That’s different. Ogma telling Lonan he’ll become unseelie king doesn’t mean anything. Not really. She could have been tricking him. Maybe he’ll kill the Carlin and become king, sure, but Balor is looking for a way to kill her too. He could find it. He could kill Lonan as soon as the Carlin is dead to get rid of both of them and become king himself. Lonan could be unseelie king for a day. An hour. A minute. Then Ogma wasn’t lying, but she wasn’t telling the truth either.”

“I suppose that’s a possibility,” Nua said slowly. “But whatever the Higher Spirits have planned, it still means Lonan must become king. For however long. And this won’t stop until that happens, Ash.”

“If the Higher Spirits want Lonan to be king so badly, why don’t they get rid of the Carlin themselves?” I snarled. “Surely any one of them could kill her easily.”

Nua shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way, Ash. The Higher Spirits don’t take fae life.”

Yes they do, because Gadleg might take mine.

Was I an exception? Was I going to do something so heinous in the next seven years, something the giant serpent probably already knew about, that it would warrant killing me?

How was it that I was a fucking king and yet in some ways, I felt even more powerless than I had while I was trapped in that cottage on unseelie land?

“This isn’t fucking fair,” I burst out. “What’s the point of doing anything if I have no control? What’s the point of holding open courts every week to try and make things better and making all these stupid decisions if the Higher Spirits just decide the outcome of everything anyway?”

Before Nua could answer, I rounded on him again. “Why did they make all of this happen if the end result is me and Lonan being separated anyway? I’m supposed to be the king and I’m still just a pawn. I’ve just been doing what they want me to, haven’t I? Becoming full fae. Getting rid of the Brid. Paving the way for Lonan to become king. Why? I don’t want any of this. I just want to be with Lonan, and now that I have the means to and I’m acting on it, I’m getting punished for it? How is that fucking fair?”

“Ash…” Nua took a breath. “I know sometimes life can feel unfair. Sometimes it can feel cruel and out of your control. Trust me, I know. And I know… I know this is a lot of responsibility for someone so young. But the Higher Spirits wouldn’t have orchestrated these events if they didn’t think you could handle—”

I cut him off with a harsh laugh. “That’s bollocks. Maybe they want me to fail. Maybe this is all just a game to them, like the games every other fucking fae likes to play. And even if it’s not, why the fuck do they get to orchestrate my life? My relationship with Lonan? Why can’t I decide what happens for once?”

“You can. The Higher Spirits don’t interfere in those kinds of ways, Ash.”

“Yes, they do,” I burst out, my eyes getting hot with frustrated tears. Too many emotions churned inside me, clouding my head. “Yes, they fucking do, Nua. Look at what they’re doing just because I’m not doing what they want me to.”

“It’s not that simple.” Nua was audibly trying to keep his voice calm. “They are not targeting you, Ash. But the reality is that you have a great amount of power, which means your actions affect more than if you were just a… an ordinary fae living a quiet life. What you do or don’t do has far-reaching consequences. I thought you wanted to make things better.”

Anger exploded, making me bare my teeth at Nua as they grew fae-sharp. “I am trying to make things better. Look at every-fucking-thing I’m doing to make things better for the seelie.”

“At the expense of everyone else?” Nua gestured around us. “All the solitary Folk? All the unseelie? Every creature that lives in the forest? You’re willing to kill all of them just for a bit more time with Lonan? Don’t you see how unreasonable that is?”

“It’s not fucking—” My throat burned, cutting off the words. “Why is it so unreasonable for me to want something for myself for once? After everything.”

“And what is it you want?”

“I want Lonan,” I shouted.

The forest went eerily silent around us for a second as Nua gazed at me, concern creeping into his eyes.

“You have him, Ash.” His voice was oddly careful, like he was trying to placate a dangerous animal. “You and Lonan are together. You love each other. No one can take that from either of you. Why are you so sure that you will lose him when he becomes king?”

“Because look at—” I choked on a sob, unaware that I had begun crying until Nua’s brows rose in alarm. “Look at what it means. I barely get to see him as it is. If he’s in the same position all the way on the other side of the forest, we’ll never see each other. We won’t get to be together. It will have all—” Sorrow closed my throat up. “It will have all been for nothing.”

Nua was still eyeing me with an odd expression, his brows drawn. “Ash… you must know that’s not true. Of course you will still be able to see each other. Who is going to tell you that you can’t? You will both be kings. You will be able to do what you want.”

Before I could stop it, hysterical laughter was tearing from my throat, to the point that I doubled over. I could feel the weight of Nua’s perplexed gaze on the side of my face.

“Oh, yeah, because it’s that simple, isn’t it?” I managed to get out. “You mean like how I can do anything I want right now?”

“Ash.” Nua slowly eased closer, a long-fingered hand reaching out and resting very gently on my shoulder. “Let’s go back to seelie.”

In an instant, the laughter died. My eyes refilled with hot tears, my chin wobbling as I tried to hold them back. All the strength left my limbs, and I sagged against Nua as he urged me forward.

“I’m trying to do what’s best,” I choked out, letting him lead me through the forest. “But I don’t—I can’t… I feel wrong. Everything feels wrong.”

I swallowed once, twice, then parted my lips to voice the thing that had been terrifying me—the thing I’d been too scared to say out loud because it would give it shape, weight. Power.

“I think something’s wrong,” I whispered unsteadily, clutching my brother’s shirt as he led me through the forest. “I think there’s something wrong with me, Nua.”

“Yes.” His voice was tight. “I think so too, Ash.”
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When we got back to the palace, Nua led me straight to my bedroom. I didn’t argue. I didn’t say anything. Now that I’d said it out loud, I was too overcome with terror. I needed Nua to tell me what to do. I needed Nua to fix it, because I didn’t know how, and it felt like there was a creature living under my skin and trying to take over me and I couldn’t get it out—

“Just try and rest, alright?” Nua helped me sit on the edge of the bed, which was rumpled from earlier.

Despite our terrible fight, all I wanted was for Lonan to be here. My heart was pounding frantically. My flesh-and-bone hand trembled as it scrunched up the hem of my shirt, dampening the fabric with sweat. The last time I’d felt this vulnerable had been when I’d woken strung up in the Carlin’s throne room, shivering from the frost.

“I don’t know what’s happening to me.” My vision grew blurry again, hot tears dripping down my cheeks. “I’ve been trying to just wait and see if it would settle, but it feels like there’s something else… living inside me, Nua.” I shuddered with horror.

“Oh, Ash.” Nua knelt in front of me, clasping my branch hand between both of his. “I’m sorry I didn’t realise sooner.”

“I don’t want it anymore,” I blubbered, feeling like a little child. “I don’t want it. I don’t want any of it.”

Nua patted my hand as he straightened, gently trying to encourage me to lie down. “I’ll go and get Lonan for you, then Gillie and I will start looking into this…” He sounded distracted already, concern marring his brow. “A host rejecting the power maybe? Or perhaps…” He trailed off, rubbing anxiously at his cheek. “I’ll get Lonan,” he reiterated before turning to leave.

Fear made me curl up into a miserable ball on the bed. What if Lonan refused to come because he was angry at me? What if he didn’t care?

I stared at nothing, still feeling dazed, tears dripping down over my temple and soaking the pillow. I didn’t know how much time passed before Nua was bursting back into the room. He was still alone, and he looked troubled. Almost afraid.

He visibly tried to smooth out his expression before approaching the bed. His voice was cautious when he asked, “Are you feeling better? Calmer?”

“Why?” I asked, propping myself up with an arm and scrubbing my eyes. Then I tensed as the implication of Nua’s question truly registered. “Did… did Lonan not want to come?”

Nua swallowed. He looked back at the door, then faced me again, tension clear on his features. He appeared to brace himself. I realised why when he spoke.

“We can’t find him.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Ash

“Ash, please.”

My vision was a blur as I strode through the palace, fully prepared to trample anyone or anything that got in my way.

“Ash, please.”

Nua’s voice was frantic as he hurried after me, but I ignored him.

“You must try and control your emotions,” he pleaded. “It won’t achieve anything to punish—”

I cut him off by slamming open a door and storming into the front hall, stopping dead when I saw the cluster of fidgeting guards by the main doors. Rage momentarily whited out my vision, my hands clenching into shaking fists.

“Who was watching him?” I shouted. Everyone fell silent as my voice cracked through the hall.

No one spoke. None of them would look at me. Some of the palace staff were frozen at the side of the room, faces drawn with fear.

“Who was watching him?” I shouted again, striding forward. The guards all stepped back as one. “You had one fucking job. I told you all to stop him. All you had to do was stop him from leaving.”

My whole body was hot, face on fire, my head pounding with rage. I was breathing too hard, my branch fingers twitching with the urge to grab my bow. I wanted to kill all of them. Every single one of them.

“Ash…”

Nua’s soft voice made me tense up, and when he placed a hand on my shoulder, I shook it off.

“Tell me,” I roared, utter grief stabbing through the fury boiling my blood. “Tell me who let him go!”

Finally, one of them stepped forward and cleared her throat. I heard someone whisper, “Sanya, no,” but she lifted her chin and stared me in the eyes. Her wide shoulders were set back, chin tipped up, with a calm, confident expression on her face.

“Luad, as Lonan’s friend—”

“His friend?” I snarled, hands clenching into fists. “Who the fuck are you?”

Why didn’t I know he’d made friends with one of the guards? Why had he hidden it from me?

“Sanya,” she said, her voice wavering just a little before she steadied it. “Lonan was unhappy here, my king. He was… It wasn’t natural for him to be here. He needed to—”

“You don’t know anything,” I shouted, making her mouth snap shut into a grim line. “You think because you spoke to him a few times you know him better than I do?”

“No, but I know he tried to shield you from the worst of it,” she said. “I know he didn’t feel like he could speak to you about it—”

“You fucking dare tell me how he felt about me?” I started striding towards her, jolting to a stop only when a strong hand clamped on my shoulder.

“Calm yourself, Ash.” Nua’s voice was firm, its usual softness gone.

I shook off his grip. “You think you can judge me? Judge my relationship with Lonan as if you have any fucking idea what you’re talking about?”

“I do have an idea,” she said flatly. “I know how much he has been struggling. I know how lonely he has felt. I know that he tried to talk to you about it, and you—”

“Shut up,” I roared, my branch fingers twitching once again for my bow. I wanted to kill her. I wanted to drive an arrow through her eye, through her teeth and down her throat, just to get her to stop talking.

She didn’t. Instead, she lifted her chin again and stared me dead in the eyes. “I’m the one who helped him leave, Luad.”

My breaths were snarling out of me like a raging bull as I stared at her, murderous rage twisting my features. She gazed back calmly, but her throat bobbed with a nervous swallow.

My hand settled on the hilt of my old dagger tucked into my belt as I approached her. But, as if they had a mind of their own, my fingers uncurled from it a second later. I gripped it again and the same thing happened.

It wasn’t until I felt a burn beneath my shirt—one of the oaths etched into my skin—that I realised why.

The guard’s face was tight with apprehension when I got right in it, but she didn’t step back or look away. Her green eyes sparked with defiance, which filled me with even more rage.

“You’re very, very lucky I made that vow when I first became king,” I seethed, my fingers still flexing by my side, my own body betraying me by not allowing me to whip out my dagger and drive it into her eye.

She swallowed again, the only hint of her nerves, but her voice was steady when she said, “I don’t doubt it, Oath Maker.”

“Take her to the dungeon.” I raised my voice so the other guards could hear, and didn’t wait to watch them obey.

“Ash,” Nua gasped, but I was already marching for the front doors. Most of the guards stumbled back, then scattered, but two hurried forward to heave the doors open for me.

My head was pounding. Throbbing. The bright sunlight pierced my eyes, but I didn’t let it slow me down. The force of my fury felt like a volcano on the brink of erupting. I could hardly think. I couldn’t focus.

I couldn’t believe it had been only yesterday when I’d been lounging under a tree with Lonan in the sun, talking quietly together, eating and drinking, dozing with my head on his chest. And now he was gone.

Part of me didn’t believe it. He wouldn’t have done that. No matter how bad our argument had been, he wouldn’t have just left me without saying anything else. Without at least saying goodbye.

He wouldn’t do that to me. He wouldn’t.

“Ash, stop,” I heard Nua cry as he followed me. “What are you planning to do?”

“He won’t have just left.” I could barely hear my own voice over the pounding in my head. “He wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t. Something might have happened to him. Maybe that guard hurt him and is hiding it.”

“I know it hurts to think about, but I really don’t—”

“We had a fight.” My voice broke. “He w-was so angry with me. Maybe he left in a—Maybe he wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“What did you fight about?” Nua asked hesitantly.

A sob tore from my throat. “About… about him wanting to leave. He s-said I was trying to trap him here.”

I heard Nua let out a slow breath.

“Well, I think we can safely assume, then, that he left of his own accord,” he said gently as he hurried to keep up with me. “I’m sorry, Ash, but you can’t force him to come back. If he left, he doesn’t want to be here. I know it hurts, but you can’t bend him to your will.”

Lonan’s favour burned at my throat, telling me I could.

“You knew this day would come,” Nua said, keeping up with me as I strode through wide meadows, past the fast-moving river that cut through seelie land. “You knew he’d have to go eventually.”

“We were supposed to go together,” I snapped tearfully.

My breath caught when the forest came into view up ahead. I started running.

“Wait.” Nua’s voice rose in desperation. “Ash, what are you—He could be anywhere! He could be anything. He likely shifted into something small and quick to get away—”

I flinched even as I kept running, still unable to believe that Lonan had truly snuck off to get away from me. Did he despise me that much? I’d only been trying to keep him safe, to stop him having to worry about his vile family. I’d only been trying to protect him.

The treeline got closer. I didn’t even know what I planned to do—run all the way to unseelie? What if he hadn’t even gone there? I’d scour every inch of the forest if I had to. I refused to just let him go. I had to at least try to fix this.

This couldn’t be the end of it. It just couldn’t.

I pumped my legs faster, breaking into a flat-out sprint as I got closer to the treeline. The Woods of Orna sucked up all the bright seelie sunshine, their depths dark beneath the canopy like a shadowy mist shrouded them. The trees looked thinner than they should have, barer and drier. The wall of them that marked the edge of seelie land lacked its usual lush vibrance. Everything was muted.

I crossed the natural barrier, not slowing my frantic sprint. My boots crunched over dry leaves before it felt like I slammed into a wall.

A familiar pain exploded through my body and then I was flying back through the air, my lungs emptying in a rush when I landed on my back on seelie land. I stared up at the bright blue sky for a few seconds, completely dazed, before sitting up in a rush.

“What the fuck?” I seethed, jumping up and running back into the forest.

It happened again. Just as it had happened every time I’d tried to leave unseelie land when I was still mortal, when the Carlin had tethered me to her.

“No,” I shouted when it happened a third time, groaning in agony as my head smacked into the ground.

Nua hurried to help me up, but I shook him off and jumped to my feet.

“What the fuck is happening? Why can’t I leave?” I shouted.

“Ash,” Nua murmured, sounding apprehensive as he suddenly gripped my shirt and tried to tug me back. I shook him off again, realising why he suddenly seemed so uneasy when I spotted movement from the corner of my eye.

“Are you doing this?” I snarled at Fioda as she approached along the forest edge. Mol was clopping along beside her, gazing at me with big brown eyes that somehow conveyed disappointment.

The sight of the Higher Spirit made my blood boil.

“Mind your own fucking business,” I roared, jabbing a finger at the forest. “Let me go. Leave me the fuck alone.”

“I have left you alone,” she said, her tone infuriatingly mild. “We haven’t spoken since the Solstice. I was waiting for you to come and talk to me. I told you I was here if you needed me.”

“I don’t fucking nee—” My throat burned, cutting off the words. I gritted my teeth and pointed at the forest again. “How can you stop me from leaving? I’m the king.”

“Mm.” She did nothing but raise a brow at me, which made me murderously angry. A tiny part of me wondered what would happen if I shot her with my bow and arrow. Fioda’s brow quirked again as if she knew my thoughts, her gold eyes gleaming in the sun.

“You know this needs to happen, Ash,” she said calmly, resting a long-fingered hand on the side of Mol’s neck and stroking absently. “The balance is wrong. Your power is spreading too far. Lonan is your counterbalance. He will restore the order of nature. You need him on his throne. The Carlin’s power has been weakening for a while, but she and the Brid had found their own balance. You and Lonan need to find yours.”

I exploded.

“So now you interfere? This is how you interfere?” I shouted, my throat already raw. “You could stop all of this if you wanted to. Aren’t you all fucking powerful, all knowing, mighty Higher Spirits?”

“Ash.” Nua sounded afraid. He curled his long fingers into my sleeve, curved black claws digging into my flesh. “Please. Please calm yourself.”

I ignored him. “Why don’t you stop the forest from dying? Why don’t you get rid of the Carlin so Lonan doesn’t have to put himself at risk? You won’t, so now it’s my fucking fault, and when I try to fix one of the few things that’s actually fucking important to me, you stop me? Fuck. You.”

“Goodness, boy, that’s quite a temper you have, eh?”

The voice was new—rough and loud and jovial. I blinked rapidly, momentarily stunned into silence as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

An enormous woman, thick with muscle, her skin a ruddy sunburnt red and her hair a wispy yellow, was suddenly standing beside Fioda.

And Mol, the cow, had vanished.

All the rage drained from me, replaced by utter confusion as I stared at her. “What—”

“Now, I understand the anger, laddie, but I won’t have you speaking to my lady that way.” She folded her huge arms over her chest, eyeing me disapprovingly.

Beside the giant of a woman, Fioda sighed and leaned in to kiss a thick bicep. “He’s hurting, my dear. In more ways than one.”

The giant woman grunted. “No need to forget his manners though, eh?”

Manners? I’d just lost the most important person in my life—one of the few people left in my life—and I was being scolded for forgetting my fucking manners?

The fury surged back in an overpowering wave, clenching my hands into fists. “Who the fuck are you?”

She peered at me, blonde brows drawn into a frown in the centre of her freckled red face. “Bit slow today, eh? This is why you should calm down, little king. You’re not thinking too clearly.”

Little king?

“Fuck you,” I snarled, then turned my murderous gaze to Fioda. “If you don’t let me go into that fucking forest—”

“That’s quite enough, I think.”

The mountain of a woman—Mol—was suddenly striding towards me. I took a reflexive step back, a tiny touch of fear making me swallow. She was big.

Forcing myself to ignore it, I squared my shoulders and lifted my chin, scowling at her. “You can’t stop me from—”

“Do you really think, little boy, that if the Higher Spirits got to decide every single thing that happened, they’d decide to put you on the throne?”

Suddenly, impossibly strong fingers were digging painfully into the delicate pointed tip of my ear. I yelped in shock, instinctively trying to wrench my head free and hissing when it sent pain shooting down the side of my head.

“A child who has had a crown plopped onto his head and is treating it like a toy.” Mol yanked on my ear and tugged me forward. I cried out in pain, hands scrabbling to claw at her thick wrist. “A naïve, spoiled little brat with more power than he has the brains for.”

“Get off me!” I tried to tug my ear free, but her grip was impossibly strong as she marched me away from the forest and back towards the palace. “Ow! Get off!”

“We’re going to get a drink first, I think, so you can calm down from this little tantrum.”

“You’re hurting him.” My brother’s voice was more furious than I’d ever heard it, but that fury was mingled heavily with fear. “Please… He has been dealing with so much. This isn’t just a tantrum, he has—”

“I know, and I feel for you, son. Truly I do.” With her free hand, which was probably bigger than my head, Mol patted my cheek. The other was still dragging me along by my ear. My face burned with furious humiliation. “But you are too worked up to calm yourself down, so I’m going to do it for you.”

“Get the fuck off me,” I roared.

Intense terror flooded my limbs, turning them to jelly, as I managed to twist my head enough to see the forest getting further and further away behind us. I squirmed harder, desperate to break free.

“No—I need to find him.” My voice was ragged with panic. “Please—I need to—”

“You’re not going anywhere,” Mol interrupted calmly, not once breaking her stride. “Time to accept it, Luad. Your holly king is gone.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

Ash

“I don’t want a fucking drink,” I seethed, still being dragged along by Mol. “Get the fuck off me.”

“Not until you calm down,” Mol said cheerfully, stoking my rage further. “A nice cup of ale will help you—”

“Enough.”

Nua’s furious voice stopped Mol in her tracks. Her fair eyebrows rose as she turned to look at him marching toward us.

“Let go of him,” Nua bit out, green eyes flashing with rage.

Mol did, finally releasing my sore ear and lifting her hands into the air placatingly. “Now, prince, I was only trying to—”

“Stop treating him like an unruly child.” Nua wrapped his arm around me protectively. I felt like a child as I huddled into his side, rubbing at my ear. “He is allowed to be angry. He is allowed to be devastated. He has already lost so much, and you are acting like he should just accept the fact that Lonan is gone, just like he was expected to accept everything else that has happened to him in such a short span of time.

“He lost his parents. Parents who loved him, who gave him a happy life before all of this.” He pointed at Fioda, who was watching calmly. “You don’t have parents, so you can’t know what that feels like. He lost his home. He lost his entire life and was forced into this one, and he is trying to make the best of it, to do what’s right, and he is allowed to struggle. He is allowed to find it difficult. You have no right to speak to him that way, let alone touch him, hurt him.”

Nua exhaled a steadying breath and stood taller, his fingers tightening on my arm. “I apologise for losing my temper. But if you hurt Ash again, Mol, I’m afraid I will have to hurt you back.”

Fioda’s calm expression hadn’t changed, but Mol looked stunned. Then, after a beat of silence, she burst out into loud, hearty laughter.

“My goodness, prince. That was quite unexpected.”

Nua stiffened against me. “It is not funny.”

Mol sobered, glancing at Fioda as she took a step back and crossed her thick arms. “You’re right. I apologise. I’m sorry, little king,” she said to me. “I shouldn’t have done that. I just get protective of my lady.”

“I’m sorry too, Ash.” Fioda stepped closer and gestured towards the forest. “I am not trying to patronise you by keeping you here for now, but you must let Lonan do what he needs to. And I know it is irritating to hear, but you are very young for a king, and you have only just become full fae. I am trying to help you, not hurt you.”

I rubbed my face, suddenly feeling exhausted. “If I’m so unsuitable, why am I king? Nua would be better at it than me.”

“If it only came down to that, do you really think the likes of the Carlin and the Brid would end up on the throne?” Mol asked. “No one makes those decisions, laddie. Not even the Higher Spirits. They are just decided. They just happen.”

Even though I’d hated the idea of the Higher Spirits deciding every part of my life, that answer didn’t make me feel much better. I sagged into Nua’s side, feeling weary and restless at the same time. My mind wanted to shut down, to not think of anything at all, but churned with worry for Lonan.

Where was he? Was he alright?

“Come on, king.” Mol’s voice had softened as she took Fioda’s hand and the pair of them slowly started walking towards the palace. “Let’s go sit and have a drink. You’ll feel better.”

I shook my head, but let Nua lead me after them. “I don’t want a drink.”

“Some water, at least,” Nua murmured, squeezing my arm. “And some rest. It has been a trying day, Ash. There is nothing you can do for now. You must trust that Lonan knows what he is doing. He’s smart and capable.”

I didn’t think those things would necessarily help when it came to facing the Carlin, but I knew if I started talking about it, I’d just get murderously angry again. I was tired of being angry all the time. I was tired of feeling like I had no control over myself.

Gillie met us in the front hall of the palace, looking worried. The guards had scattered, and the palace staff seemed to be avoiding the area. Avoiding me.

“Are you alright, lad?” Gillie approached, his silver eyes concerned. He looked at Nua. “What happened, love?”

As we followed Mol and Fioda into the main dining room, Nua squeezed my shoulder before letting go so he and Gillie could step away. I stared blankly at the dining table as I listened to my brother murmuring behind me, explaining everything that had happened to Gillie. Mol had vanished, but Fioda gestured me over.

I licked my lips and walked towards her, my steps stilted. “Please,” I said when I reached her. “Please. Just let me go and see for myself that he—”

“I’m sorry, Ash,” she interrupted. “But not yet.”

The back of my throat ached. “Please—”

“Seven days.” She gently took my hand between both of hers, solid gold irises gleaming in the afternoon sun coming through the windows. “Just wait seven days, and then you can go.”

My mouth trembled. “But I want to help him—”

“This is something for Lonan to do on his own.” She squeezed my hand. “Seven days.”

I knew I wasn’t going to change her mind. I was trying so hard not to let my temper flare, but when I saw Mol saunter back into the room carrying several bottles of wine, my patience wore thin.

“I don’t want a drink.” I tried to keep my voice calm.

“Bah.” Mol waved a hand after setting the bottles down on the table. “A drink will calm you—”

“Perhaps another time, my dear.” Fioda stepped closer to rest a hand on her muscular arm. “Let us leave Ash in peace.”

Mol frowned, glancing at me, then the bottles, then Gillie and Nua watching in silence. She huffed, huge shoulders slumping. “Oh, alright. Another time.”

“You will be able to find me if you need me.” Fioda gave me a brief smile as she led Mol out of the room.

The moment they were gone, I scrubbed both hands over my face. “Fuck.”

“I’m sure Lonan will be fine, lad.” Gillie approached cautiously. “Why don’t we—”

A sharp rap on the door cut him off. It opened a split second later, the chief spy, Morrin, stepping into the room.

“Luad?” He glanced at all three of us, his face as blank as ever. “I was told I’d find you here. I’ve been waiting in the throne room for our meeting.”

Fuck, it never stopped. For a split second, I thought I was going to burst into tears. Or throw one of the wine bottles at Morrin’s head. To stop myself from doing either, I pressed the heels of my palms hard into my eyes until pinpricks of colour appeared against my closed lids.

Nua spoke up. “I’m sure the Luad appreciates your dedication, Morrin, but perhaps now isn’t the best time.”

There was a pause, and then, “Of course. I just thought the king may appreciate an update on the noble Folk—”

“What?” My head snapped up, mind immediately filling with terrible things. “Are they doing something then? You’ve seen them? Are they conspiring with Balor to hurt Lonan?”

If they were, he could be at risk. He could already be hurt, or Balor could have found him and done something terrible. My gorge rose. I didn’t want to think about that sick fuck being anywhere near Lonan.

“Nothing of the sort, Luad,” Morrin said calmly. “Prince Nua’s assumption was right. Abar was simply going into the forest to buy cheaper goods. Grape seeds, actually,” he added. “Some of the noble Folk bartered for a patch of land outside of the town. They are growing a vineyard to make wine that they plan to sell.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “What? But… No, surely that can’t be right. Abar was acting suspiciously—”

“As I said before, Luad, the only suspicious thing was a noble fae going to Orna’s market at all, purely because it was somewhat unusual. We have followed him and the other noble Folk as you directed. They have spoken to no unseelie, including Balor. They have done nothing wrong.”

My hands clenched into fists as I stared at him, lips thinning with anger. “How is that possible? They were… The way he looked at Lonan that day—”

“Ash.” Nua laid a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Remember what I told you before—many of the Folk are very wary of Lonan. And many of the seelie hold prejudices against any unseelie. That was the mindset the Brid fostered, and habits are hard to break. That doesn’t mean they are conspiring against you or Lonan. Morrin has no reason to hide the truth from you.”

“Indeed,” Morrin said mildly. “I assure you, Luad, that if I or my spies had seen the noble Folk doing anything else remotely suspicious, we would tell you. They aren’t exactly the most well-liked among the Folk.”

I was breathing hard through my nose, still glaring at Morrin. A sickly feeling rose in my stomach when I realised I was… disappointed. I was actually disappointed that I had no reason to punish Abar and the other noble Folk.

What the fuck was wrong with me?

“I appreciate the update.” I looked away quickly, feeling horribly disconcerted that I was reacting like this. I didn’t want Morrin here anymore, worried he might see it in my face. “You can stop following them.”

He inclined his head. “Yes, Luad. I will return tomorrow to update you on other matters.”

“Wait,” I blurted desperately before he could leave. “Did you—Have you seen Prince Lonan? Here or… or in the forest before you came here?”

“No, Luad.”

My chin wobbled, so I turned away quickly with a nod. “Alright.”

No one spoke as he left, the door clicking shut behind him. My entire body was trembling with impotent desperation. Lonan was gone and I was stuck here for seven days. Seven whole days until I could go after him.

I didn’t know how I was going to get through it.

My eyes settled on the bottles of wine Mol had left on the table. Before I even realised I was moving, I found myself walking over and picking one up.

“Maybe I will have a drink,” I said too loudly as I fumbled to pull out the cork. “Not like I can go anywhere, right?”

“Ash…” Nua hesitantly approached.

“I can’t go and find him. I can’t help him. I can’t tell him I’m sorry.” I finally yanked the cork free and immediately brought the bottle to my lips. After gulping down several mouthfuls, I pulled it away to add, “I can’t do anything, so I might as well get drunk.”

Getting drunk might make these horrible feelings go away. It might make me feel normal.

And if I got drunk enough, hopefully I’d black out instead of driving myself mad with worry over Lonan. Especially as it already felt like I was going mad anyway.
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“I’m going to bed,” I mumbled several long, long hours later.

Nua and Gillie had stayed with me well into the evening, even though I’d been piss-poor company. All I’d done was sit there nursing my bottle of wine, then another one. Then a third.

My teeth and the inside of my mouth felt rough. Almost powdery. My head swam, and I could barely keep my eyes open.

But strangely, I felt the tiniest bit better. Alcohol had dulled all my senses. It was actually letting me think clearer than I had in what felt like weeks. The festering rage had settled to a simmer that was easier to ignore. The urge to weep was mostly gone.

Even the pain of Lonan leaving was muted. It still felt like there was a knife jabbing between my ribs, but wine had softened the edges of the blade.

I kept thinking about that guard, sitting in the dank dungeon beneath the palace.

“What was her name?” I asked Nua, my words slurring together.

“Whose, Ash?”

“The guard.” I rose unsteadily to my feet. “The guard who let Lonan go.”

Through bleary eyes, I saw him and Gillie exchange a look. When neither of them spoke, I huffed. “I’m not gonna hurt her or anything. I jus’ forgot. I wanna know. She said she was his friend.”

After a pause, Nua cautiously told me, “Sanya. Her name is Sanya.”

I nodded. “Nice. Cool. Well, I’m going to bed.”

Nua quickly rose from his seat. “We will walk you to your room.”

I waved a hand, already weaving my way toward the door. “Nah, I’ll be fine getting there. Thanks, though.”

“Lad…” Gillie sounded uneasy.

“Seriously, I’ll be fine.” I fumbled with the door handle.

“Ash.” Nua appeared beside me and gently grasped my arm. “Please let us help you.”

I shook my head, keeping my gaze averted. “I think I just want to be on my own.”

He didn’t move at first, then sighed and released me. “Alright. Please be careful.”

I didn’t answer as I finally pulled the door open and stumbled out of the room. Gillie and Nua followed me, and I could feel them watching as I wandered unsteadily down the hallway. Once I turned the corner, I heard them speaking in low voices as they went the other way.

I began heading towards my rooms, just like I’d told them I would, but with every step I took, the thought of spending the night without Lonan made me feel more and more nauseated. Or maybe that was the wine.

I stopped for a few seconds, then turned and walked in a different direction, not sure where my feet were taking me until I found myself in the narrow, little-used corridor that contained the staircase leading down to the cellar.

I headed down it, my boots loud on the stone steps. I hadn’t spent any time down here, not even in the drachmsmith chamber that Lonan, Nua and Gillie had so lovingly prepared for me. I wondered if I’d ever get to spend time in there as I passed it, making my way towards the rusted metal door at the end of the corridor.

A guard was posted outside it. He gave me a wary nod as I approached, then quickly unlocked and opened the door.

“Luad. Sa—The guard is in a cell, as you requested.”

I gave an absent nod back, walking past him without a word. The air was cold and slightly stagnant in here, clearing some of the wine-fog from my head as I walked. Torchlight flickered over the sweating stone walls, and I could see that only one cell had its own torch lit at the far end of the walkway.

The guard, Sanya, was sitting on a thin pallet made of straw and old cloth, her back against the wall and her head tipped toward the ceiling. A cup of water and a half-finished bowl of stew rested on the stone floor beside her.

She opened her eyes when I stopped in front of the cell, but didn’t otherwise react. Shame filled me as I watched her in silence for a few seconds, then slowly sank down to sit cross-legged right in front of the bars.

I licked my lips nervously, tasting the red wine staining my mouth. My voice was hoarse when I spoke. “Was… was he alright? When he left?”

She sighed and stretched out her legs, crossing her ankles. “He was resigned. Weary.”

My chin wobbled, eyes filling with hot tears. I looked down quickly to hide them, picking at the untucked hem of my shirt.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “For how I reacted. For putting you in here. You’re not—I’m letting you out. Obviously. I just… lost my temper. I didn’t handle the news well.”

“I appreciate it,” she said, her voice carefully flat.

I parted my lips to ask what Lonan had told her, what he’d said about me, then closed them again. I couldn’t ask her that. It wasn’t fair to him.

“I’m… I’m glad he had someone he could talk to,” I croaked instead, throat aching as I tried to keep my emotions in check. “I’m glad he had someone he could turn to for help. I never meant to…”

I trailed off, and Sanya didn’t try to fill the silence. I could feel her watching me as I rubbed my face, then rested my head wearily against the bars.

“You know I can’t keep you working here as a guard anymore,” I said dully, guilt cramping my stomach. “I’m sorry.”

“I know. I knew that when I decided to help him. I understand.”

My mouth trembled. “I’m sorry for what I said. I don’t really want to kill you.”

To my shock, she snorted. “You certainly did in that moment. But we all have our breaking points. You can only lose so much before a particular loss makes you reach the limit of what you’re able to withstand. But this loss is only temporary, Luad. You still have Lonan. He isn’t gone for good.”

But he might be.

I rubbed my wet eyes, climbing unsteadily to my feet. “I’ll tell the guard to let you out. Do you… do you have somewhere to go?”

“Yes. I’ll be fine.” She stood and gave me a tiny smile. “I know I might be pushing my luck by asking, but… when Lonan does return, will I be permitted to see him? He’s my friend.”

I nodded quickly. “Yeah, of course. Yes. I can’t… I’m not going to stop Lonan from seeing who he wants to see. I wouldn’t do that.”

“I appreciate it, Luad.”

“I’m sorry again,” I mumbled, then turned to leave.

“I’m sorry too,” she said quietly. “For playing a part in something that caused you such pain. But… I care for him, Luad. And it was time for him to go. He made the decision to leave, and the way he left wasn’t because he doesn’t love you. It was because it felt like the only way.”

Because of me. I couldn’t answer, just nodded and ducked my head as I hurried away from the cell. When I reached the guard outside the dungeon door, I told him, “Let her go and accompany her out of the palace. She can collect any belongings she may have here before she leaves.”

“Yes, Luad,” the guard said cautiously.

I could feel his eyes on me as I walked away, and the eyes of every other guard and staff member I passed as I made my way through the palace. Their gazes made my skin crawl, made me want to hide away in shame.

When I reached our bedroom, I closed the door and stood there in silence. My eyes filled with hot tears until they overflowed, spilling down my cheeks. Wiping my nose with my sleeve, I slowly walked around to Lonan’s side of the bed.

His blades were gone, which meant he must have come to collect them while Nua and I were in the forest. He’d left as soon as he could, then. As soon as he knew I wasn’t around to try and stop him.

My gaze settled on the drawer of his bedside table. He’d kept his acorn necklace in there when he stopped wearing it. If he hadn’t taken it with him…

My chin wobbled as I reached for the drawer, dreading what I might see, but I had to look. I had to know.

A hoarse sound escaped me when I saw that it was empty.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Lonan

I had never been very good at controlling my impulses.

It seemed that way to others. It seemed like I was always in perfect control of myself. Of my actions. My emotions. Keeping all my movements careful and methodical. Speaking only when I had something of importance to say, otherwise choosing to remain silent.

But it was all a lie. I had always been too impulsive. It was something my mother had tried to beat out of me from a young age, hence how carefully I moved and how little I spoke and how closed off I kept myself now. It wasn’t because I had perfect control over myself. It was the opposite.

Very few wise decisions had led me to this point in my life. I’d been the curious boy who’d followed other Folk to that little house in the mortal world. I’d been the impulsive child who’d returned again and again and again because I’d been so utterly captivated by the boy I’d found there.

I’d been the lovesick fool who’d followed Ash around like a puppy as he went about his mortal life none the wiser, having no idea of my existence. And then I’d been the pathetic wretch who had wormed his way into Ash’s life when I’d had no right to, simply because I hadn’t had the willpower to stay away from him, and despite the myriad reasons why I should have.

But even after all the pain I had caused Ash, caused myself, caused most others around me, I didn’t see much point in regretting any of the impulsive decisions I had made in my life.

Except the last one.

I sat alone in the dark in the too-warm forest, my head drooping with exhaustion as I forced myself to stay awake in case anyone approached. A pair of tiny orange eyes had been trained on me from opposite the tree I was leaning against, but their owner hadn’t moved in the last few hours, simply watching me, so I tried to ignore them.

Perhaps if Sanya hadn’t found me in the training ring after that terrible fight with Ash, I wouldn’t have fled. Perhaps I would have taken my frustrations out on a wooden target before forcing all of my emotions down as I was conditioned to do, returning to our bedroom and pretending that none of those painful words had been said by either of us.

But the moment I’d seen Sanya, I’d known I wouldn’t. The moment she’d quietly asked me, “What would you like to do, Lonan?” I’d known I was going to leave then and there. I’d known there was no other option.

Part of me had been terrified that if I’d tried to speak to Ash again, he’d trap me there with the favour around his neck. So I’d left without giving him the chance.

Now, my stomach wouldn’t stop churning with a sickly feeling of dread, and the lump in my throat wouldn’t go away.

Gods, the things I’d said to him. I’d been horrible, so cruel, using my words to cut at him where I knew it would hurt the most.

“I don’t want to be here anymore. I can’t fucking stand it.”

“It feels like to you, I am nothing but a pet.”

“You’re trying to control me just like she did.”

I cringed, scrubbing a weary hand over my face. I was deep in the forest, as far away from any form of civilisation as possible. It was so pitch black that I couldn’t see even a hint of my pale skin just inches from my nose.

Some part of me must have believed those awful things to a degree, at least when I’d said them. But I didn’t now. I didn’t think those things at all. I knew Ash wasn’t trying to make me his pet. I knew he would never try to control me like my mother did. I even knew, deep down, that he wouldn’t ever really use my favour to trap me there. He’d been mindless with anger, just like I had. We’d both said things we shouldn’t have. We’d both tried to hurt each other.

And then I’d fled like a coward.

A rustle sounded from the tree opposite me, and every muscle in my body went rigid as I sat perfectly still. The tiny orange eyes flickered, shifted slightly lower, then resumed their unwavering, unblinking surveillance.

I stared back, ignoring the tickle of a droplet of sweat meandering over my temple. At least the forest was marginally cooler than seelie had been, especially at night, but I was too tense and uncomfortable to enjoy the reprieve from that relentless seelie heat. I’d travelled as deep into the forest as I could before night fell, unsure whether Ash would come after me himself or send his guards out to search for me once he realised I was gone.

He hadn’t done either of those things, as far as I could tell. And he had to be aware that I was gone by now.

Perhaps he was glad. He’d been so determined for me to stay with him, but now that I was gone, perhaps he’d realised that I was nothing more than a blight on his new life.

I clamped my lips together when they started to tremble. I may not have hurt him physically like my mother had, but I’d hurt him in other ways. More calculated ways. I’d been exhausted from staying awake all night as the wolf, hyperalert and on edge as I hid in the rose garden, but I shouldn’t have started that argument with him. I should have approached it more softly—not that that had ever worked before.

But when Ash began, once again, trying to brush off the conversation, to delay it, to ignore it completely, something inside me had snapped. Then I’d said those awful things, and now here I was.

Was he alright?

My breaths were shallow as I sat alone in the dark, wondering what he was doing at this moment. I had no idea what time it was exactly—the forest had grown pitch black the moment the sun set and in this pressing darkness, every minute felt like an hour. Was he eating dinner? Was he alone or with his brother? Had he simply gone to bed like it was any other day?

I’d grown to loathe that bed, and that bedroom, and that entire overstuffed and crowded palace. But now I would have given anything to be back there. With him.

When was the last time I’d kissed him? During our lunch in the kingswood? That felt so long ago already. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d told him I loved him. He’d said it to me in the rose garden, when I was still the wolf, so I hadn’t been able to say it back. I should have made sure to tell him one more time before I left.

I shouldn’t have left without speaking to him first. I shouldn’t have done something so cruel.

Before I even realised what I was doing, I was rising to my feet. My legs were trembling wildly, the rustle of my clothes against the tree trunk and my boots in the dead leaves sounding disturbingly loud in the void that was the forest around me.

This had been a mistake. I had to go back.

An inhuman sound came from opposite me, those orange eyes even more alert as they stayed locked on me. I ignored them, feeling along the tree trunk as I turned and took a wary step forward, until my hand slipped off into space and I stumbled briefly before righting my footing.

Each step felt endless. I was unsteady without anything to cling to, my arms outstretched and ready to grab the next tree just so it didn’t feel like I was stepping into emptiness. But now that I was moving, heading back—I hoped—in the direction I’d come, I couldn’t stop.

I had no energy left to shift into some nocturnal creature that would let me move much quicker and see much better. I’d escaped seelie as the blackbird, but had barely had time to land unsteadily—landing on only one leg was going to take some getting used to—before I was shifting back. I had simply lain there on the forest floor, panting for breath for long moments, completely drained of energy. I hadn’t slept in two full days, and it felt like I was relearning the skill of shifting forms. I’d forgotten how taxing it had been as a boy, every time my mother forced me to change into something new.

Of course, those forced shifts had been especially painful. Her use of my true name to do it meant my body had been compelled to obey, despite my having no frame of reference for the animals she’d demanded I become. I could still remember the agony of my bones popping, lengthening, shortening, twisting as she ordered me to change into a crocodile before I even knew what a crocodile looked like. Or a panther. Or a muntjac. I could still remember screaming as she and Balor watched impassively while my body contorted on the floor, while I pleaded for her to stop.

I could still remember her cold voice, completely unaffected by my begging. “Your traitorous pig of a father could become whatever he wanted. If you can’t even do that, you’re more worthless than I first thought.”

I still didn’t know for certain why she had been so determined to have me become such a skilled spiritsmith. I suspected that my resulting abilities weren’t the end goal for her, despite them allowing me to go mostly undetected when she sent me out to spy on and slaughter Folk.

No, I thought she’d had an ulterior motive. And it had worked. She’d broken me.

She had trained me like a dog.

I almost let out a hysterical laugh as I stumbled forward into darkness. Why had I been so defiantly angry at the thought of being turned into a pet and nothing more? It was what I was good at. It was what I’d been shaped into.

Had I even stopped to consider what I would be like as the unseelie king? Was I even capable of making decisions on my own? Or knowing what was good for the unseelie Folk? It wasn’t like I’d ever spoken to many of them. They all despised me. For good reason.

I wasn’t going to be adored or admired as a king, like Ash already was. I was going to be the king they all remembered lurking in the darkness, spying and slitting fae throats. I was going to be the king living all alone in his palace, even more isolated than the Carlin had made us. I would have no caring brother by my side, like Ash did. I would have no trusted staff who chattered cheerfully while delivering my breakfast, like Jora.

I would have no guards I trusted enough to train with. There would be no Sanya there for me.

Now that I was away from seelie, I felt nothing but an utter fool. I had left Ash to become king of a court that already despised me. I had left the only person I loved to live alone in a cold palace, in a role I didn’t even want, just because some monstrous ancient fae squashed into a tiny hut had told me it was my fate.

I’m sorry, I thought desperately, wishing there was a way for Ash to hear it over the distance between us—distance I had created with my cruel, impulsive decision. But I would say it to his face soon. Gods, how pathetic I’d been. I could handle the damn heat. I could withstand it. It wasn’t killing me. I wasn’t really rotting. Why had I been so melodramatic?

“You’re going the wrong way.”

The whispery voice didn’t register at first as I stumbled through the dark, feeling my way between the trees. I dismissed it as the rustle of leaves, perhaps the faint call of a creature searching for its mate or its next meal. I kept stumbling forward, exhausted and miserable and feeling smaller than I ever had.

“You’re going the wrong way.” It came from everywhere that time, still soft and faint like it was being carried on the wind, but reaching me from all directions. As if the entire forest itself was trying to tell me.

I ignored it. They were wrong, anyway—Ash was my path. Ash had always been my path. And I didn’t want to think about some unknown thing standing there in the dark, watching me stumble my way unseeing through the trees. So I ignored it.

My next step had me stumbling, thudding hard onto my knees. I hissed in frustration, trying to stand back up and quickly realising my right foot was trapped by something. Crouching awkwardly, I felt along my boot until my fingers reached the thick, exposed root of a tree arching up from the earth, the toe of my boot wedged beneath it.

Everything felt twice as difficult in total darkness. I wasn’t used to it—usually I could see well in the dark, but this was absolute. Not even a speck of starlight could break through the ancient canopy above me. As I tried to yank my boot free, I briefly wondered what, exactly, those orange eyes had even been reflecting as they had stared at me, but in the next second my attention was diverted.

Because the roots beneath my fingers began to move.

I froze in shock, then reflexively yanked my hand away when I felt a root slither over my fingers. My heart already thudding harder, I tried to jerk my boot free again and again, but it was still stuck. Gritting my teeth, I fumbled over the leather until I found the laces, then hurried to undo my boot so I could get my foot free. I wasn’t waiting around to see what these roots planned to do.

But before I could, there was sudden pressure against the sides of my boot. Then a soft creak as something wormed its way between the sole and the leather.

Horrified, I felt frantically along the side of my boot and choked on a breath when I touched thin, sinewy tree roots slithering inside. I tried to grab them, to stop them, but they just slipped between my fingers, unaffected. Falling onto my backside, I desperately tried to yank my foot free until I realised in a sickening rush that the roots weren’t just wriggling their way into my boot. I could feel them worming their way between the twisted branches of my wooden leg.

The sensation made my gorge rise. I was panting for breath, still trying to crawl away even though I could now feel that my branch leg was completely stuck. The tree roots were weaving their way inside it, tangling everything together, anchoring me to the forest itself. Sweat poured from me as I wondered how far they would go. If they were going to burrow their way into my muscle, into my veins.

It’s going to consume me. The thought was wild, unhinged, but it popped into my panicked brain and refused to leave. These woods were formed from the blood of battle. Perhaps the forest had grown too dehydrated, Ash’s power slurping up every drop of moisture and leaving the ancient trees here thirsty for something richer than water, something they hadn’t tasted since their birth.

I shouted in horrified shock when a pair of orange eyes blinked into existence just inches from my face. The same orange eyes as before, but they were growing, becoming larger and more bulbous. And then a wide, yellow-toothed smile appeared below them, floating there in the pitch black.

“You’re going the wrong way.”

“What do you want?” I barked in panic, then cried out when I instinctively tried to jerk back from that disembodied face and pain shot through the join on my upper thigh. “My leg—”

“You weren’t listening to me.” The eyes and grinning mouth retreated a little ways, moving too fluidly in the air, as if they were hovering unaided.

It was horrifying, but looked strangely familiar. And that whispery, raspy voice was familiar too. It was almost like I could hear the echo of it calling me…

“Death King, you are so close.”

“I don’t want to be the king of anything.” My voice was too loud in the eerie silence of the forest, choked and breathless with panic. “Just let me go. I need to—”

“What you want doesn’t matter.” The face loomed closer again, and something soft and cold feathered over my cheek, making me flinch violently. “You can’t turn back now. Everything will die if you turn back now. Will you really let your hunter king live with the guilt of this?”

That made me go still. “Wh-what?”

“The balance is all wrong.” Those orange eyes hardened, not a hint of mirth in them, but that mouth kept up its horrifying grin. “It’s all wrong. If you don’t take your place opposite the oak king, he will kill everything. The Carlin is already weak. Her time is over. She can’t fight him off anymore, and if you don’t take her place, he will have to witness himself destroying everything around him. He won’t be able to stop it. Only you can stop it. Are you going to make him live with that guilt? That knowledge? Don’t you want to spare him that pain?”

My mouth trembled. That’s not fair.

“So if you go back to seelie now, Death King…” The face loomed uncomfortably close again, still grinning, its orange eyes hard and bright. “You will be going the wrong way.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Lonan

The Woods of Orna were as sly as the Folk that lived within them.

The journey on horseback to the Midsith twice a year usually took several hours, but never more than six. The troop Belial had led to kidnap Ash from the mortal world had been gone for a full day, yet I had still managed to reach him before they did, despite leaving after and returning to the palace in time for them to get back.

Sometimes it seemed like the forest was working against you, others it was like it was trying to help. I couldn’t decide which was the case after spending two days travelling before I reached the unseelie border.

From the treeline, I stared at the cottage sitting all alone on the edge of unseelie land. I couldn’t bring myself to move, to cross over, but inside I was… muted. I didn’t feel much of anything as I looked at the place that held some of my happiest memories, and that more than anything else should have horrified me.

Ash’s herb garden was a wild, tangled thicket. The chicken coop was rotting. Through the tiny kitchen window, the interior of the cottage looked dark and lifeless.

No part of Ash was here anymore. He was entirely different now from the young mortal man who had lived here. I was different too, but I couldn’t even say how. I could barely articulate, even to myself, who or what I had been before. But I knew I was different.

Everything was silent around me save for the rustling of the trees. Far in the distance, I could see the unseelie palace winking in the afternoon sun, gleaming like melting ice on its hill.

It called to me. Not because of who was in it, but because it already felt like mine.

I was being torn in half. The pull of unseelie called me forward, getting stronger with every step I had taken through the forest. But the draw to return to Ash was still there, and it hadn’t faded. I already missed him terribly. I wanted to go back and apologise for my cruel words, for leaving without saying goodbye, for everything.

But I knew I couldn’t. Not yet.

Something in the air made me stiffen in a rush. My ears pricked, listening intently to the forest behind me. Before I even fully registered the sound of a twig snapping, I was whipping a sword off my back and whirling around.

A young fae was already frozen in place, staring at me in disbelief. She was unseelie, I realised instantly, and looked vaguely familiar, but I knew none of my mother’s subjects outside of the ones I’d murdered on her behalf.

Long, dark red hair had been woven into a messy plait, and her solid green eyes were wide with shock, but much to my surprise, I saw very little fear in them. She was gripping a basket laden with foraged fruits, and there was a bone-handled dagger strapped to her belt, but she didn’t attempt to grab it.

Neither of us moved. It was likely that she would run straight to the palace to inform her queen that I was lurking on the edge of unseelie land unless I stopped her, but… gods, I didn’t want to kill indiscriminately anymore. I was so tired of it. I was so, so tired of being stuck in a place where death was often the answer for me to succeed or even just survive. I was so tired of being forced to play god at the whims of others. My mother. The Higher Spirits.

“Are you going to kill me?” the fae asked bluntly.

I was still rigid with tension, poised and ready to strike at her, and I didn’t relax even as I said, “I’d rather not.”

She gave a single curt nod and reached into her basket, pulling out a handful of blackberries. When she offered them to me, I stared at them in disbelief before finally shaking my head.

She popped several into her mouth and eyed me as she chewed. “You look like shit, Prince Lonan.”

My nostrils flared with outraged offence. “Watch your mouth.”

“The sole of your boot is barely hanging on by a thread.” She nodded at my ruined boot. “And there are twigs in your hair. You look like you’ve been drinking only wine and no water for weeks. Do you have a sore head? Or are you still drunk?”

“I am not fucking dru—” I stopped myself and narrowed my eyes at her. “Why aren’t you scared of me?”

“I am scared of you. I’d be a fool not to be. But if you’re going to kill me, you’re going to kill me regardless of how I speak to you.” She drew herself up taller, glaring at me defiantly. “I’m no fool, but I am also not a coward. I’ll speak to you how I wish, prince or not. Your station doesn’t make you better than me.”

My mouth almost twitched into a smile. She reminded me of Sanya.

“Trust me, I do not think I’m better than you,” I told her bluntly, then eyed her curiously. “Who are you?”

“Idony.”

“Idony…” Suddenly, it clicked into place. I tensed, gripping my sword tighter. “You are friends with the gancanagh.”

Her blackberry-stained mouth twisted into a sour expression. “I was.”

I frowned. “Why no longer?”

“Because he is a selfish fool who likes to play vile games,” she spat with surprising vehemence. “He played them with the mortal, and he played them with Belial—”

“What game was he playing with Ash?” I cut in sharply. I’d never trusted that gancanagh, and I had despised him for his interest in Ash, but I’d never been able to tell if he was actually scheming or just being a lecherous prick.

Idony rolled her eyes. “He’s a gancanagh. What do you think? He made a bet with the reynards when the mortal first arrived, saying he’d be able to bed him within a week. When he failed, he convinced them to change the terms of the bet, said he’d be able to convince the mortal to bed all of them. But he kept on failing. He owes them a large sum of gold now.”

My teeth clenched, growing sharp and cutting into my gums. Ash had been a bet to him? That prick, Caom, had only befriended him to win coin from a pack of reynards?

“And before you cut my head off, I didn’t know about it at the time,” Idony added, her tone pointed. “I didn’t much care for the mortal, but I don’t wish ill on him or any others. When I saw that Caom was trying so hard to bed him, I tried to talk him out of it. I tried to tell him it wasn’t fair to play games with the wretched creature stuck in that sad little cottage all alone.”

“Ash is not a wretched creature,” I bit out.

“Ah yes, that’s right, isn’t it?” Her lips tilted into a sly smile. “You left to be with him. You’ve been living with him on seelie. He’s their king now, isn’t he? The Carlin tried to suppress the rumours, but many of us saw him walk into the palace that day, full seelie fae and unaffected by her shriek, before leaving again cradling an injured bird. Was that you?”

“None of your fucking business,” I snarled.

Unfazed, she bit down on another blackberry, leaving dark smears on her teeth. “Why are you back?”

I watched her carefully. “Who says I am back? Perhaps I just wanted to look at unseelie from the forest.”

“You must know your mother is looking for you. You must have seen all the guards scouring the forest on your way here.” She shrugged her narrow shoulders. “Seems like a foolish journey to make just to take a quick peek at a field and an old cottage from the trees if you don’t want her to find you. So that means you’ve come back for a reason.”

“Are you always so nosy?” I snapped.

“I’m just intrigued,” she answered demurely. “It’s all very interesting. It seems since the moment you left, the palace has been in utter chaos.”

“What do you mean?” I asked sharply.

She gave me a flat look. “Why should I tell you anything?”

“You seem quite eager to,” I shot back.

“Only because this is all very intriguing.”

“You also seem quite confident that I won’t slit your throat for wasting my time like this,” I snarled, even though I had no desire whatsoever to do it.

“Such dramatics.” She rolled her eyes, but strangely, her mouth twitched into a fond smile. “Obviously I’m going to tell you, wayward prince. For a price.”

I didn’t say anything at first, weighing my options. I didn’t trust her, but even the smallest hint of what had been happening on unseelie during my absence would help me better prepare for what I would be walking into.

“What’s your price?” I slowly sheathed my sword to show her that I was willing to listen.

Her jaw clenched, eyes flaring with a mix of defiance and vulnerability. Her chin lifted. “That you won’t hurt Belial. He was only doing his job when he brought the mortal here. We all know what happens when the Carlin’s orders are not followed, assassin prince.”

I managed to mask my surprise that she would ask for something that didn’t directly benefit her. That level of selflessness was uncommon among the Folk, especially in the face of gaining something they wanted from a High Fae.

Was she with Belial? I didn’t know him well enough to be privy to any details of his life, but I had no intention of hurting the apothecary. Still, I waited a few long moments before answering. “Agreed.”

“Vow it.”

“No. You know I won’t trap myself in that kind of vow. If Belial ever tries to kill me or someone I care for, I can’t promise that I won’t harm him.”

“Belial wouldn’t,” she shot back. “He simply enjoys his work.”

“I’m familiar with Belial and his work,” I said flatly. “And I assure you that I have no plans to harm him. So I agree to your price.”

She gave a curt nod before reaching back into her basket and pulling out a handful of cherries. Like before, she offered them to me. When I declined with a shake of my head, she plucked off the stalk of one and popped it into her mouth.

“We all have opinions on who is the worst son,” she told me around her mouthful, then spat out the cherry seed. “Caom thinks—or thought, I should say—it’s Bres, but I think that was because he was envious of how well he could manipulate others with his words. Many get uneasy when they are remotely close to Cethlen and his all-hearing ears. Some, of course, think it’s you, the wraith who lurks in the shadows and slaughters Folk for his mother. But I’ve always known that it is Balor. Balor’s eyes make me feel cold inside in a way that is unpleasant.”

“He is the worst,” I muttered before I could stop myself. Then something she’d said made me frown. “What do you mean the gancanagh thought Bres was the worst? Is one of them dead?”

“Neither are dead.” Her green eyes gleamed. She glanced around, then leaned closer. “But something has happened to Bres. He’s been different ever since the day your seelie king sauntered out of the palace without a scratch, cradling that injured little bird that you refuse to admit was you.”

I clenched my jaw, choosing to ignore that last part. “Different how?”

“Well, I only know this because I’m friendly with some of the kitchen staff.” Idony seemed eager to impart this gossip, almost gleeful to be telling me. “When I delivered wine to the palace after that day, one of them told me that Prince Bres was acting strangely. It was like he couldn’t hear anyone. At first they all thought he’d gone deaf.”

“Deaf?” I frowned. “But how—”

“But then they realised he hadn’t,” Idony continued. “He could still hear sounds. He just couldn’t hear voices.”

My frown deepened. “What?”

She nodded. “He started getting irate, thinking his brothers were trying to trick him by miming words, even though the staff could hear them answering him. They seemed as confused as he was. Then he started accosting the staff, demanding they speak to him, say anything to him. When they did, he would scream that they were trying to trick him too. He just couldn’t hear any of them. He would smash plates and glasses to prove he could still hear sounds. Then he began ordering musicians to the palace to play for him, but he would just scream that he couldn’t hear the singers. He kept doing it though—constantly ordering musicians and singers to perform for him, then flying into rages when he could only hear the music, not the singing.”

“That… makes no sense.”

“It’s more than that, though,” she continued eagerly. “It’s like the Carlin doesn’t exist to him anymore. He ignores her completely. My friend told me that when they still all ate dinner together, his eyes would slide right over her as if she wasn’t there. In the end, she began screaming at him too—screaming his true name to try and force him to listen to her.” Idony’s voice dropped to a whisper as she glanced around again. “All the palace staff now know his true name, but it doesn’t matter. It didn’t work. He can’t hear anyone. It’s driven him mad.”

My mind raced as I tried to figure out how that was possible. Bres could hear everything except voices? He acted like Mother didn’t exist, even when she used his true name?

Had someone cursed him? Or…

“The palace staff all think the mortal king did something to him,” Idony said. “That day when he was here.”

I frowned, trying desperately to remember that day. My mind had been so foggy, I’d barely been aware of what was playing out around me. Ash had told me about shooting Balor, and my mother with Gadleg’s venom, but he hadn’t mentioned anything about Bres. Had he done something to Bres? But how?

“What about the others?” I asked, still trying to make sense of it all.

Idony snorted. “Balor has fallen from grace, it seems. Once he recovered from whatever injury he sustained that day, he began spending all his time in the forest. We see him leaving the palace every afternoon and returning at dawn. He is rarely around the Carlin anymore. Prince Cethlen has become her closest confidant, but apparently she mostly stays in her rooms.”

“How do you know that?” I asked sharply.

“All the staff gossip. Her personal attendants say that she seems almost… frail now. Lacklustre.” After a pause, Idony added, “The Folk have all begun placing bets on who will succeed her.”

I looked at her and said nothing. But after a few moments, a sly smile curved her lips.

“I think I might put my bet on you.”

“Really,” I said without inflection.

She chuckled. “I’d win big if I’m right. Most are still betting on Balor, or Cethlen, as he seems the most sane. No one thinks it will be Bres now, and you weren’t even in the running, thanks to you being gone. But now…” She cocked her head, watching me closely. “I think I might put my money on unseelie having a crow king.”

“None of us can control who takes the crown.” My voice was flat. Wooden.

“No, but it will be one of you. And it seems like it will be soon.”

I gave her a hard look, then glanced back at unseelie land behind me. I still had no plan for killing the Carlin. I had spent the entire journey, as I traipsed through the forest, trying to think of the perfect first order to give her after using her true name—one that would make it impossible for her to retaliate, to worm her way out of it, to somehow kill me before I could kill her.

I had to get into the palace first, though. And then I had to find a way past the charms protecting my mother’s rooms.

Or try and draw her out of them.

“Do you want to know what I think?”

I refocused on Idony. “No.”

“Well, I’m going to tell you anyway.” She sniffed, then narrowed her eyes at me and nodded at the swords on my back. “I think you are here to kill her.”

“Oh?” I drawled. “And why do you think that?”

She snorted. “Why else would you come back? And wouldn’t it be such a fitting end for the Carlin? Her life taken by the very son she moulded into her own assassin. The black sheep of the family rising up to take the crown.” Idony shrugged. “Would make a good story at least. One for the ages.”

My lip curled as I muttered, “I don’t care about making a good story for the ages.”

“Perhaps not.” She paused, then cautiously offered, “Would be a satisfying way to avenge your father though, wouldn’t it?”

I froze. My entire body prickled as I stared at her. Swallowing, I quietly asked, “What do you know about my father?”

I barely managed to keep the desperation from my voice. I had never been told anything about my father—anything. The only thing of his I’d had was the ring I’d given Ash. The ring that was now stuck on the finger of Ash’s severed arm, hanging in my mother’s throne room.

He had died before I was born. I wasn’t a fool—I knew my mother had killed him. But I didn’t know why. I didn’t know who he’d been, other than a master spiritsmith. I didn’t know why she had been with him in the first place. Why she’d had me.

Whether he had wanted me, or had even known that I’d been growing in the Carlin’s womb when he lost his life.

“I knew him.” All hints of mirth or slyness were gone from Idony’s face. She looked sombre now. “We were friends.”

My throat bobbed again. “What did my mother do to him?”

She sighed, suddenly looking sad as she glanced down at her basket. Then she looked up at me again, her eyes showing no hint of malice or calculation.

“I can take you to someone who will tell you everything.”


Chapter Twenty-Six

Lonan

I was tense as Idony led me through the forest, my mind churning, desperate for answers.

I felt like a fool. I had never even considered that some of the Folk would have known my father. I had never thought about how their lives might have intertwined with mine in some ways. My mother had made sure to keep us all isolated from the rest of the unseelie, and I had distanced myself even further to make the tasks she ordered of me easier to complete.

Had I killed other friends of his over the years? His family? My family?

“What was his name?” My voice was hoarse, quiet, but still too loud in the stillness of the forest as we skirted the edge of unseelie, heading for its darker parts.

“Shh.” She looked around quickly, then whispered, “Balor usually makes his way into the forest around this time. If you don’t want him to see you, you must be quiet.”

I forced myself not to beg. Just his name—that was all I wanted. One little piece of him.

As if she could sense my desperation, Idony glanced around again before muttering, “Faulis.”

My throat closed up. Faulis.

We walked in silence for a long time. When the trees around us grew thicker and older, the forest floor wild and largely untouched, Idony seemed to relax. She plucked an apricot from her basket and took a bite.

“He was wild. Reckless.” A fond smile tilted her lips. “We weren’t friends at first. But we softened to each other.”

I eyed her warily. “Were you…”

“What, lovers?” She snorted. “No. It was never like that. And his heart belonged to another anyway.”

I tensed, reluctantly asking, “My mother?”

“No.” Idony shook her head, eyes dimming with sadness again. “Not your mother. Not that that stopped her, when she decided she wanted him.”

She stopped abruptly and nodded at something ahead of us. “We’re here.”

I eyed the ancient sidhe, just visible through the towering trees in front of us. Bundles of twigs and bones and herbs had been hung from the branches. Saplings grew from the sidhe’s moss-covered mound. Strips of old cloth in complicated knots had been tied around their thin, delicate trunks. Huge stones ringed the edge of the sidhe, aside from a large gap in the centre for its doorway, which seemed to descend into the earth. More cloth knotted with bones and twigs hung over the entrance, obscuring the darkness within.

“Come on, wayward prince.” Idony was already heading towards it.

“Who lives here?” I asked sharply, settling a hand on the sword hilt at my side.

She didn’t answer, instead sweeping aside the door covering with a hollow jangle and descending into the sidhe.

“Sloga?” she called. “I’m here with someone you will want to meet. And I brought some fruit.”

“Sloga?” I hissed, stopping at the sidhe’s threshold. “The Higher Spirit?”

“Yes.” Idony glanced back, then tutted when she saw I wasn’t following. “Come on.”

I reluctantly stepped inside, one hand still on my sword. “Why are we here?”

“I told you.” Idony’s voice grew muffled as we descended deeper into the earth, the air thick and smelling of dirt. “So he can tell you about your father. He knew him best.”

The big deer-headed fae of unseelie had known my father best? How?

“A visitor?” The deep, rumbling voice from ahead made my fingers tighten around my sword hilt. “You are usually so fiercely protective of our time together, Idony.”

She huffed, sweeping aside another jangling curtain to reveal a large circular room glowing with firelight that flickered from white to blue to yellow. That told me that this place straddled unseelie land, part of both it and the forest. The domed ceiling was far taller than any other sidhe I’d seen, with thick, twisting tree roots acting as beams, and yet more trinkets strung from them.

The round stone firepit was in the centre, smoke streaming up to a small hole in the ceiling. And then something moved just beyond the flames—a thing of mass, its eyes shadowed in its long, deer-like face.

I had seen Sloga many times over the years from a distance, though he rarely mingled among the Folk, and as far as I knew, he had never been in the palace. Something about him made me fearful, especially here, in this ancient place he called his home.

Like Fioda, like Ogma, he was something other. Older.

But as he slowly rose and lumbered closer, his back hunched and long arms almost trailing on the ground, I found myself taking a hesitant step forward. Towards him.

Small antlers sprang from his skull, more tiny bones and herbs and thin young branches twisted into shapes dangling from them and clattering together with every step. A huge, spindly hand rose as he reached me, and I was too stunned to move when he cupped my chin almost lovingly.

“Faulis’ son.” His long snout split into a smile, revealing sharp, crowded teeth. “It almost feels like he is back here with me.”

“You…” I licked my dry lips. “How did you…”

“I have waited a long time to speak with you, Lonan.” A tiny, hoarse sound rumbled from his throat. “Decades used to pass by without me even noticing, but since he has been gone, each minute has felt endless.”

My breath caught as I stared up into those sunken eyes. In a rush, I remembered what Idony had told me—that my father’s heart had belonged to someone other than my mother.

“Will you tell me about him?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

Sloga smiled again. “I will tell you everything. But first, I will make us some tea.”

Frustration welled. I almost snapped that I didn’t want any fucking tea, but I bit the words back.

“He needs it,” Idony commented as she set down her basket and grabbed an old kettle, handing it to Sloga. “He looks like he’s been dragged backwards through the entire forest. When was the last time you ate?”

“I can’t remember,” I muttered, watching as Sloga picked through a cluster of wooden bowls filled with dried herbs and leaves. He added handfuls to the kettle before hanging it over the fire.

“Sit.” He gestured to several ancient, tattered cushions on the floor by the fire. Idony had already plopped down onto one, looking completely comfortable in the Higher Spirit’s home.

I reluctantly lowered myself onto another, my head spinning a little from the glaringly bright flames in front of me. The lack of substantial food and water over the last couple of days was making this moment feel even more surreal than it otherwise would have.

“Here.” Idony threw me an apricot. I barely managed to catch it, and I cradled it in my hand as I watched the pair of them uneasily.

Sloga returned from a cluttered sideboard carrying three wooden cups, then eased himself back down by the fire, crossing his long legs.

“How did you come to find each other?” he asked with interest, accepting the blackberries Idony handed him.

She snorted. “I found him skulking at the edge of unseelie, by that old cottage where the mortal lived. Good job, eh? He probably would’ve barrelled straight into the palace if I hadn’t.”

I clenched my teeth. “How did you two come to find each other?”

Sloga chuckled. “I came across a defiant young Idony foraging for fruits around my sidhe one day. When I told her she was stealing from my little patch of land, she had the gumption to tell me she would trade for them if I wanted them back.”

He grinned at the red-haired fae, reaching over to pinch her chin. “I liked her spark. So I traded for my own fruit. You were lucky Faulis was out hunting that day,” he added sternly, the sound of my father’s name making my pulse leap. “He would have been far less willing to hear you out.”

“I did come back with wine to make things fair.” Idony sniffed, leaning over to pick up some half-finished embroidery resting on another cushion. Seamlessly, she began sewing, picking back up where she had evidently left off the last time she was here.

I eyed them both. “This seems like an odd… friendship.”

“Odd?” Sloga blinked at me. “What is odd about it?”

I flushed. “You’re a Higher Spirit. I thought you were… above the rest of us. Removed.”

“Some of us are, if we choose to be. But we are still creatures, Lonan. We still have wants and needs. We still yearn for things. For companionship. For love.” His beastly face grew sombre as he looked at me, and quietly added, “I loved your father. I still love him. I will always love him.”

“I don’t…” I scrubbed a hand over my cheek, my voice unsteady. “I don’t understand.”

“Your mother told you nothing about him, did she?”

“Not even his name,” Idony informed him.

Sloga bared his teeth, a snarl rumbling from his throat. “She tried to purge him from history. Cruel, petty thing that she is. She couldn’t have him the way she wanted him, so she took him from the rest of us.”

“What did she do?” I demanded. I had waited long enough to find out.

Sloga sighed, reaching for the steaming kettle. The scalding heat didn’t seem to bother him as he grabbed its handle to pour out tea. “A great many things. None of them good.”

I was losing my patience. “Please just tell me.”

Sloga inclined his head as he passed me one of the cups. “Apologies, Lonan. The memories are painful and still feel too fresh, but I will tell you everything. But please, you must drink and eat. Idony is right. You look like you are waning.”

I reluctantly bit into the apricot, finally acknowledging how hungry I was when my belly rumbled at the first hint of food in days. Sloga watched until I had taken a sip of tea, then gave a satisfied nod.

I stopped breathing when he began to speak.

“Your father was the son of two unseelie who lived in the forest. His mother was a latent spiritsmith—it never manifested in her. She moved to the Woods of Orna to see if the surroundings would spark it. Your grandfather, who loved her deeply, went with her. The Carlin was already the monarch then. She wasn’t happy about them abandoning unseelie, but didn’t much care about two common Folk.

“And then your father was born,” Sloga continued. “And the power certainly wasn’t latent in him. He shifted at a very young age, just like you did.”

“What did he shift into first?” I asked in a whisper.

“A blackbird.” He gave me a sad smile. “Similar to your crow, yes?”

I swallowed, shaking my head. “My first was a blackbird too. The crow is just the one Folk know about.”

“What?”

I had forgotten about Idony already, and unease crept into my gut when I saw her staring at me in shock.

“You can shift into more than one thing like Faulis could?” She looked at Sloga. “Did you know this?”

He chuckled. “Yes. I’ve spotted you many times out in the forest, Lonan. I would recognise you anywhere, just like your father. But I didn’t know that your first form was a blackbird like his.” His eyes softened. “Faulis would have loved that very much.”

“Did he know about me?” I croaked, juice from the apricot spilling between my fingers when I squeezed it too tight.

“Yes.” The look Sloga gave me was grave. I stiffened when he reached out and gently gripped my arm, but I couldn’t bring myself to shake him off. “Even though he never got to meet you, Lonan, he loved you more than anything.”

“What happened to him?” My voice shook. “What did she do?”

Sloga sighed. He and Idony exchanged a glance.

“Twenty-three years ago, Faulis decided to accompany me to the pyre-burning at the start of the Bitter Months. He had never spent much time on unseelie. He preferred staying in the forest with me, on wilder land and close to his parents. But he enjoyed the festivities very much. He was always a little rambunctious.” Sloga’s long mouth tilted into a fond smile. “He drank a touch too much wine and ended up taking requests from the Folk, telling them he would shift into anything they called out, putting on a spectacle that delighted everyone in attendance.”

Sloga’s expression grew tight. “The Carlin noticed him. And she decided that she wanted him. He was a prize. A master spiritsmith—unseelie, no less. So beautiful that even her cold heart wasn’t immune. And within a single evening, he had charmed every one of her subjects. He would have been another tool in her belt. Another weapon in her arsenal. So she set out to claim him.”

“But…” I rubbed my forehead. “Did he want her back? I thought… Wasn’t he with you?”

“Yes, he was with me.” Sorrow flooded Sloga’s beastly features before he looked down into his cup. “No, he didn’t want her back. But when the Carlin decides she wants something… she is relentless. She doesn’t give up.

“So she began to court him—her version of it, at least. Ordering him to attend dinners at the palace, to accompany her on walks. We both knew how dangerous it was to refuse. And when that didn’t work, she grew vicious. She told him that for every day he wasn’t in her bed, she would have one of the solitary Folk in the forest slaughtered. We didn’t believe her at first. Until we began to find their heads on our doorstep each morning.”

I swallowed, feeling sick. I couldn’t bring myself to speak, utter shame over the fact that I was her son crawling over my skin like insects.

“Faulis was distraught.” Sloga’s voice cracked with grief. “He felt to blame. He cursed himself for exposing his abilities in front of her, believing he had caused all of it. But we weren’t to know it would make her covet him like that. I tried to tell him that it wasn’t his fault, but seeing the frozen, terrified faces of those fae on our doorstep each morning…” He shuddered. “We felt trapped. He felt trapped.

“And when she sent word that her oldest son was planning to pay Faulis’ parents a visit…” Sloga exhaled heavily, shaking his head. “He decided he had no choice.”

Idony put down her sewing and reached over to clasp Sloga’s hand. The ancient fae squeezed it gently, grief in every line of his hunched body. Seeing the depth of it in him, over the father I had never met, was surreal.

I had never wanted to be touched by anyone but Ash, but in this moment, I found myself wanting to reach out and hold his other hand just to offer some comfort. But I was rigid, unable to move, just waiting for him to continue speaking. Waiting to find out what else my mother had done.

“He refused to touch her at first.” Sloga’s voice broke. “But when she began threatening his parents’ lives yet again, he… did.”

“That’s…” I had to swallow back bile. “That’s abhorrent. It’s… evil.”

“He was different after that.” A tear dripped from Sloga’s eye. “It haunted him. He kept sneaking out to see me, and I tried to convince him to leave. I tried to tell him that his parents would have given their lives if it meant he would be free of her. They told him the same. They begged him. They said they were willing to die so she wouldn’t have this hold over him. They tried to seek refuge on seelie, but the Brid refused, even though Fioda spoke to her on my behalf. They moved deeper into the forest, trying to hide, but the Carlin told Faulis that she still knew where they were. She was keeping a close eye on them to keep him in line.

“And then he found out that she was pregnant.” The smile Sloga offered me was laced with both affection and sorrow. “And Faulis knew he couldn’t leave then. He wouldn’t leave you with her. He wanted you, Lonan. The moment he found out you existed in her womb, he loved you fiercely. He would have done anything to keep you safe, so he stayed.”

“He should have left.” My voice was hoarse. “He shouldn’t have stayed with her because of me.”

“He disagreed.”

“But if he stayed with her, if he did what she wanted, why did she kill him?” My voice shook. My eyes were hot, but I was trying my best to keep my emotions at bay. I needed to hear the rest. I needed to know.

“Because the closer it got to you being born, the more protective he grew. He didn’t want you anywhere near her or her other sons. So he started making plans to flee with you the moment he could. He didn’t care about what she might do by then—he was willing to bear the guilt of how she might retaliate, if it kept you safe. If it got you away from her. That was the most important thing to him.”

I swallowed thickly. “And she found out?”

“She suspected. She had succeeded in breaking much of his spirit, but by then, she had realised that she would never break him fully. Especially not once he had you. So she waited until just a few days before you were due to be born, until he was so close to meeting you, and then she… she killed him.”

Sloga shuddered with grief, hunching over further, letting go of Idony’s hand to wrap his long arms around his lanky body. “I felt it. I felt the moment he… left the world. I knew. And then Ankou visited me and told me that he had taken Faulis to the afterlife…”

“When I heard Sloga’s cries all the way from the village, I realised too.” Idony’s green eyes glistened in the firelight. “I knew there was only one thing in the world that would make him cry out like that.”

“So he died because of me.” My voice was tight, throat almost too thick to speak. “Because he stayed for me.”

“No.” Furious vehemence coloured Sloga’s voice as he reached out and gripped my arm. “He died because of her.”

“Why didn’t you stop her?” The question burst from me. I was breathing hard, my hands clenching into fists, completely squashing the half-eaten fruit in one of them. “You’re a Higher Spirit. You’re practically a god. Surely you could have stopped her.”

Sloga flinched. Idony shot me a murderous glare, getting to her knees to shuffle closer to him and wrap her arm around his back.

“Do you think he wouldn’t have stopped her if he could have?” she snarled. “The Higher Spirits have rules they must follow, just as we do. He can’t harm the unseelie monarch. He can’t harm any unseelie. And even if he could, are you saying he should have killed the Carlin, and therefore killed you, Faulis’ son?”

“He could have done something,” I shot back before thinking better of it.

“I did try.” Sloga’s voice was small, ashamed, making a tendril of guilt worm through my gut. “I tried. I pleaded with the Carlin when she first started showing an interest in him. I begged him to flee, to vanish deep into the forest where she’d never find him, even though it meant we couldn’t be together. And when she fell pregnant with you… It wasn’t my place to force him away from his unborn son. That would have hurt him just as badly.”

I swallowed, trying to control my breathing, my eyes blurry. “I’m… I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

“It’s alright.” Sloga let out a shaky breath. “I understand. I live with the guilt of it every single moment. There are a million things I wish I had done differently.”

“I think the prince here must know firsthand just how ruthless the Carlin can be when she wants something.” Idony’s voice was hard, and she shot me another scathing look as she huddled closer to Sloga’s side. “How nothing can stop her.”

“Yes.” My voice was faint.

“His death wasn’t your fault, Sloga. Nor was it yours, prince,” she added curtly. “It was hers and only hers, and when Ankou finally visits her to take her to the afterlife, she will be forced to face all the lives she has destroyed.”

I gritted my teeth, eyes burning as I stared into the fire. All traces of doubt, of reluctance to be the hand that took my mother’s life, had been scoured away.

I was going to make sure that she faced the consequences of her actions very, very soon.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Lonan

While cooler than the fire that burned on seelie, the heat from the hearth began to overwhelm me. Everything I had just learned pounded through my head, shocking and violent and relentless.

I stood abruptly, almost kicking over my cup. “I need to… I need to step outside for a moment.”

Sadness filled Sloga’s eyes. He nodded, but reached out and clasped my arm when I turned to leave.

“I understand if you don’t want to stay. If you decide to leave. But please know that…” His sunken eyes glistened. “I loved your father more than anything in this world and the next. And he loved me just as fiercely. But you… Even though he never got to meet you, you mattered most to him. He would have done anything for you.”

I couldn’t answer, my throat convulsing as I swallowed repeatedly.

“I hope you stay, so that I can tell you about who he was, not just what the Carlin did to him.” Sloga gave me a mournful smile. “So that you can learn about the brilliant, beautiful man who was wild and carefree and loved so deeply. You deserve to know him. And he deserves to have you know him.”

My throat ached too fiercely for me to speak, so I nodded once before making my way out. It was dusk when I stepped outside, the air chilled, the trees becoming obscured by lilac haze. The sweat dampening my face began to cool as I climbed onto the top of the sidhe and sat between the saplings. The dusk chorus of birds broke the silence with familiar trills and chirps. Part of me wanted to shift into the blackbird and join them.

Faulis. His name echoed in my head. I had asked my mother repeatedly about my father when I was a little boy, but quickly learned that it was safer not to.

I had thought I’d already seen and experienced the true depths of her cruelty. I had thought she couldn’t possibly be any worse than what I had witnessed. How one person could destroy so many others out of nothing but pure avarice and spite… it seemed unthinkable.

Faulis. I wanted to know him. I wanted to know who he had been before the Carlin broke him. I wanted to know who I might have become if he had been able to raise me, to care for me, to guide me through life and shape me into someone like him.

The trees in front of me grew blurry and unfocused, and then hot tears were streaming down my face, and I wept for the father I’d never had a chance to know.
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“Lonan.”

I watched Sloga’s beastly head emerge from the sidhe beneath me a while later, when it was fully dark. Idony appeared behind him, carrying her empty basket.

“I’m going now.” She looked up at me, green eyes gleaming in the dark. “I’ll be back tomorrow, but if you are already gone… good luck with whatever it is you came here to do, prince.”

I nodded, but couldn’t bring myself to speak. I had cried until I felt like an empty husk, and now my face was dry, eyes swollen and itchy. After murmuring a few words to Sloga, she patted his arm and walked away, her boots crunching through twigs and leaves. Once her footsteps had faded, Sloga clambered up onto the mound and sat beside me.

“I am sorry to tell you such painful things.” His deep, rumbling voice was laden with grief.

I shook my head. “I wanted to know. I’m glad I know.”

“And I am sorry that I couldn’t tell you sooner. As Idony said, there are rules we must follow.” He inhaled deeply and tilted his deer-like face to the dark sky. “It is a funny thing, being what I am. It feels selfish to say it, but… I’ve often wished that I was simply one of you.”

I stared into the darkness, my voice wooden when I asked, “Why couldn’t you tell me sooner?”

He sighed. “I’m afraid it’s not an answer you will like, nor is it one I like giving. It is simply the truth. Some things are meant to happen when they happen and not sooner.”

After a pause, my brows twitched into a frown. “Surely things happen when someone, or something, makes them happen.”

“Yes, and all those things are woven together in a complicated tapestry of fate and free will. One tiny pull of a thread and the whole thing unravels.”

“How can that be true if free will plays a part?”

“There are moments that are already woven, and then there are the moments that lead to them. Every choice made by every single fae is one of many they can make, but all those choices lead to the same end result. We Higher Spirits can only see the moments that already exist in the future. We can’t see the ones that are at the mercy of the actions of those involved in them. But the difference is that we have the power to unravel the entire tapestry with our choices.”

I frowned harder. “What do you mean?”

“I know what you came here to do, Lonan.” His voice was sombre. “I know what awaits you. That is a moment already woven into the tapestry. And if I had told you what the Carlin did to your father before now…” His broad shoulders rose and fell with a sigh. “The entire thing would have unravelled.”

I was struggling to keep up after everything I had learned, and on so little food and sleep. I rubbed my tight face, feeling exhausted. “Why?”

“Because it would have given you a new set of choices that would have stopped many other woven moments from happening. I can’t tell you how, because I can’t see the choices that weren’t or haven’t been made. But every time I thought about telling you in the past, I could see that if I did, your Ash wouldn’t have shed his mortal skin. If he hadn’t shed his mortal skin, he wouldn’t have become seelie king. And if Ash hadn’t become seelie king, you wouldn’t become unseelie king. And so the whole tapestry unravels.”

I wasn’t sure I completely understood, but I was too weary to keep thinking so hard about fate and free will, about the moments in my future that were unchangeable no matter what I did. I wrapped my arms around my legs and rested my chin on my knees. “I see.”

Sloga inhaled the cool night air deeply, stretching out his long, spindly fingers in front of him. A moth landed on one of them, flexing its pale wings for a few seconds before taking off again.

“For a while now, I have felt compelled to tell you these things, which means it is important for you to know them. To know them now. And there are other things I now feel compelled to tell you, but they will be just as painful to hear. Are you willing to hear them?”

I was quite sure that nothing could be more painful than what I’d already heard. “Yes.”

“Alright,” Sloga said softly, then took a breath. “After Ankou visited to let me know that he had led Faulis to the afterlife, I went to the palace to try and retrieve his body. By the time I got there, you had been born, just a touch early, on the start of the Bitter Months.”

I shuddered with horror. “I was born the night she murdered him?”

“Yes. When she heard that I was waiting outside the palace, she left you with a wet nurse and came to me.” His long fingers curled up into loose fists. “The smug look on her face when she led me to his body… I have never before felt that kind of hate inside of me. That kind of anger. I was so unspeakably angry. And when I saw him, when I saw what she’d done to him…”

“What had she done to him?” I cut in, my voice rough.

“She had cut out his heart and eaten it.” Sloga’s voice grew choked. “She delighted in telling me. But when I saw him, I saw a new moment being woven—the moment you are here to carry out. The moment you kill her. But I also saw something else. Do you know much about deathcraft, Lonan?”

I blinked at the sudden unexpected question. “Not really.”

Sloga nodded. “Your mother practises it, but has never mastered it, no matter how much she wishes for it. She is obsessed with the idea of consuming another being to gain more power.”

My jaw clenched. “Like what she tried to do to Ash.”

“Yes. And she believed that… cutting out the heart of a living creature and consuming it would give her the powers of a belsmith. A practitioner of deathcraft. I’m sorry,” he added softly, “for telling you such gruesome things.”

“It’s alright,” I said tightly, trying not to picture it.

“It didn’t work, of course. Some skills and crafts come naturally to the Folk, others can be learned. One cannot teach themselves to be a belsmith, much like one cannot learn to become a spiritsmith. It is something you’re born with, but she refused to believe it. She was, and is still, so sure that it is something she can master.” Sloga paused. He turned his head to look at me. “You were born with that skill, Lonan. You are a belsmith.”

I froze, unsure that I had heard him correctly. “What?”

He nodded. “The Carlin assumed that her choices would have no consequences, that as a queen, she was free to do as she liked. But what she really did was forge the sword that has been dangling over her own neck ever since. Her actions that night created a… contract of sorts. One between all three of you. And much as I am compelled to tell you this now, I was compelled to tell her that night.”

“Tell her… tell her what?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know.

“That if you died by her hand, by her bloodline, or even by her order, it would kill her too.”

Speechless, I turned to stare at him. When he simply gazed back, I stammered, “H-how?”

“Fate.” Sloga held out one hand, then the other. “And free will. She made the choice to force your father into her life. She made the choice to kill him. She chose when, and how. But by then, you were a part of it too. And your fate had already been decided. She chose to attempt deathcraft that night by consuming the heart of her unborn belsmith son’s father, just as you were ready to enter the world. Those choices had consequences.”

“So that’s why… Is that why she has never just killed me herself? After she realised I had been helping Ash when he left unseelie, I never understood why she didn’t just kill me. She despises me.”

“She fears you,” Sloga countered. “She knows that her life is linked to yours. She despises the fact that you possess the skill she so desperately wants, that she has never been able to achieve. So she twisted you into something that would still benefit her by making you her killer. She believed that blood being spilled in her name by a true belsmith might still give her those powers.”

“But… I don’t have death magic.” I spread out my hands. “Wouldn’t killing all those Folk, even if it was by her order, have made some kind of… power manifest in me?”

“No. That’s not how deathcraft works. She just refuses to believe it.” Sloga laid a gentle hand on my shoulder. “It is not an evil skill to possess, Lonan. It’s not… parasitic, in the way the Carlin believes, where it lets you sacrifice others to absorb their lifeforce and their powers. Being a belsmith allows you to… restore balance in life and death. If you see a hunter shoot down a deer for sport and simply leave it to die, making its death meaningless, you have the choice to bring that deer back.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “I can… resurrect?”

“Yes.” He looked back at me, his beastly face grave. “It won’t always work, but you have the ability to try.”

“But why hasn’t it ever manifested in me? I’ve been around enough death for it to surely have…”

“It has manifested.”

I frowned at him. “When?”

He gave me a sad smile. “The night your Ash became full fae. You helped him shed his mortal skin,. He was dying, and you played a part in bringing him back. It all comes back to fate and free will. The choices you both made up until then were ones of many, but you were always going to be in the throne room with him that night, at that exact moment.”

I scrubbed both hands over my face, pressing my fingers hard into my closed eyes until spots appeared in the blackness.

“So you’re saying that… me knowing all of this now will help me.” I dropped my hands and blinked hard, staring into the darkness. “It will help me kill her.”

“Yes.”

I turned to look at him. “Can you tell me how I do it? If you can see it?”

“I can’t see what happens, I can only see that it will. It’s like… every fae is a single thread on the tapestry. I see your thread and her thread coming together. And then her thread ends, and yours continues on.”

“But that tells me nothing.” I gritted my teeth. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to do it. I have her true name, but if I can’t think of the exact right order to give her, she will find a way around it.”

Sloga’s huge hand settled on my back. “The Carlin’s self-serving motives have prepared you for this moment, Lonan. You have spent your whole life preparing for this moment.”

“How? All she taught me was how to kill. But being good at killing doesn’t help me with this. She’s the queen. Slitting her throat won’t work.” My lip curled with self-loathing. I wrapped my arms back around my knees, hunching in on myself. “I haven’t spent my whole life preparing. I have spent my whole life doing nothing except what she told me to.”

“Exactly.”

After a pause, I frowned at him. “What?”

“Think it over.” He patted my back before removing his hand. “Will you stay here tonight, Lonan? I would like to… I would very much like to tell you more about your father. If you want to hear it.”

I slowly uncurled my stiff body and stretched out my legs. “Yes. I would like that.”

Sloga got to his feet, the trinkets on his horns jangling in the quiet night. “And will you allow me to give you food and a comfortable place to sleep?”

“Yes,” I reluctantly repeated, because I desperately needed both. “I appreciate it.”

As we made our way down the side of the mound, Sloga ducked his deer-like head and hesitantly asked, “Would you… would you like to see his resting place?”

I froze, breath catching in my throat. “It’s… He’s here?”

“Yes. I brought him back here. It was his home.”

Sloga pointed at a slender tree in the darkness, a short distance from the sidhe. Swallowing, I made my way over and stopped to look at it. Its pale trunk stood out in the darkness, and I realised it was the only tree nearby that didn’t have trinkets and talismans strung on its branches.

“A silver birch.” Sloga rested his big hand reverently on its trunk. “I planted it on his grave. Just a little sapling then. I knew he would want to give something back to the forest.”

Slowly, I reached out and touched its trunk too. I didn’t have any tears left, but a lump formed in my throat as I felt the smooth bark beneath my fingers.

Sloga’s silhouette was hunched in the darkness. Grief rolled off him in heavy waves, and his voice was thick when he spoke.

“I’m sorry that your life has been so painful, Lonan. And I’m sorry to tell you such terrible things, but… I want you to know how hard he fought for you. I want you to know that even though you have suffered so much, and been offered so little love by those around you, his love for you is endless. He is waiting for you in the afterlife, and I hope it comforts you to know that when Ankou takes you there, a long time from now, you will finally get the time together that she stole from you. I only wish that I would one day get to join you both there. To see him one more time.” He let out a shuddering breath, his hand slipping from the tree trunk. “But I take comfort in knowing that he will have you.”

I couldn’t speak, my throat aching. I was mourning the abstract idea of my father, but Sloga was mourning him. Sloga had spent years with him, had loved him, had been left alone once he was taken away too soon.

He was right. One day, I would finally get to meet my father, when the time came for Ankou to escort me to the afterlife. But Sloga was a Higher Spirit. He would never move on from this world. He would remain here for eternity, without the one person he had loved more than anything else.

Before I even realised I was moving, I found myself stepping closer and burying myself against Sloga’s front. Slowly, he wrapped his long arms around me and hugged me back.

I didn’t say anything else, and neither did he.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Lonan

Already, Sloga’s sidhe was starting to feel safe when we made our way back inside. It was rare for anywhere to feel truly safe to me, and I suspected it had more to do with the Higher Spirit’s gentle presence than the actual place.

And with the fact that this was where my father had been happy. And alive.

“Everything you just told me…” I said quietly as Sloga made his way over to the hearth to put on more tea. “Does Idony know?”

“No.” He shook his head, picking through his bowls of herbs and leaves. “That’s not something to share with others. Only you.”

“How did you all end up… friends?” I sat down by the fire in the same spot as before. “How did you meet my father?”

“Oh, just…” Sloga chuckled with a shrug as he settled on his cushion. “A chance encounter in the forest. But that was all it took. We met one day when I was returning from visiting Fioda.” His expression grew wistful. “I was instantly captivated. More than any other creature, he looked like he belonged in the forest. Like he was truly a part of it. Beautiful and wild and so alive. He jumped down from a tree right in front of me, gave me a huge grin, then shifted into a stag with little horns just like mine.”

Sloga smiled at the memory and stretched for the sideboard, his long arm reaching with ease. On the floor between our seats, he set down several jars and a small square of cloth, which he unwrapped to reveal a stack of flatbreads. Idony’s foraged fruits had been tipped into a wooden bowl, which he placed between us as well.

“That was a hundred or so years ago.” He sighed, picking up my cup from earlier and dumping the cold tea into the fire. “I’m grateful I had those years with him.”

They had been together for over a century. I couldn’t imagine the pain of losing Ash even now, after we’d had so little time together.

“Did he and Idony get along?” I asked.

Sloga chuckled. “Oh yes, but not at first. Both headstrong and unwilling to admit defeat. They clashed, but never with any true malice. I enjoyed watching their heated debates when we spent evenings together, but any disagreements would be forgotten within an hour. They cared for each other deeply.” He paused, watching the fire flicker between colours. “It was hard for her, when he died. She couldn’t show that she was grieving when she wasn’t here, hidden from the rest of the Folk. It was too dangerous for the Carlin to find out that they had been close. The Carlin couldn’t retaliate against me, but she could have taken her festering resentment out on Idony.”

I pulled my knees up to my chest, staring into the fire. “At least my mother never ordered me to kill her for some perceived slight.”

He nodded. “That was one of the reasons she kept her distance. Not that there were many opportunities for any of the Folk to get close to you.”

“It was easier that way,” I said woodenly.

“I know. She began making friends with some of the palace staff so she could hear what went on there, so she could watch out for you that way. But it didn’t help much.” His voice grew thick with guilt. “When we found out how your mother and her other sons were treating you, I tried speaking to the Carlin. I tried to get her to stop. But it just made her worse. She couldn’t kill me, or you, but she could punish us both. I’m sorry, Lonan.”

“You can’t blame yourself for what she did.” I kept my head down, picking at the ruined sole of my boot. “At least it makes more sense now. Why she didn’t love me.”

“The Carlin isn’t capable of loving anyone, Lonan.”

We fell silent as Sloga poured our tea. My head throbbed from dehydration, so I took a sip as soon as he handed me my cup, burning my tongue. He offered me a flatbread smeared with chutney and lumps of crumbling cheese, and I forced myself to take a bite even though I was past the point of hunger.

“Will you tell me more about him?” I asked quietly after swallowing my mouthful.

Sloga’s mouth stretched into a fond smile. “He liked to explore. I daresay he probably saw more of this forest than any other fae. He would spend hours wandering, shifting between forms. He said it made him feel free.”

“What animal forms did he favour?”

“A stag.” Sloga chuckled, gesturing at his head. “With stubby horns like mine, because it made me laugh. A polecat. A goshawk. A barn owl. On lazy days, he liked to shift into a cat and sun himself on top of the sidhe.”

I flushed as I admitted, “I like to do the same.”

Sloga laughed. “I am not at all surprised. You are like him in many ways. And”—he shook his head—“you could be his reflection.”

“I look like him?” I asked quickly, even though I already knew that I must. I looked nothing like my mother or brothers.

“It’s striking.” Sloga got to his feet and lumbered over to an old chest of drawers. When he returned, he was carrying a sheaf of parchment papers, which he rifled through as he sat back down. “I sketched him often. Here.”

He handed me a sheet, and my breath hitched when I looked at the charcoal sketch.

Sloga was right. I looked just like him. The portrait of my father showed a slightly older version of myself, with the same long black hair, though his was wild around his narrow face. His eyes were just as dark. Eyebrows and nose and mouth almost identical.

And he was smiling. A wide grin, almost like Sloga had captured him mid-laugh.

I stared down at it in silence. He looked so happy. I knew I had rarely smiled like that in my life. Ash was the only person who had ever given me the kind of joy that radiated from this drawing.

“His skin wasn’t quite as pale as yours,” Sloga told me. “He was tanned from spending so much time outside.”

I could see a cluster of freckles across the bridge of his nose in the drawing, and a single larger one beside the tail of his left eyebrow. One of his front teeth was slightly crooked.

“Here is another,” Sloga said quietly, handing me a second sheet.

This one showed my father sitting back against the base of a tree, his head tilted towards the sky and his eyes closed. He looked peaceful. One leg was drawn up, and his hand was resting on his knee. My gaze snagged on the rough band sketched around his finger.

“I…” I licked my dry lips. “I have a ring of his. I think. Is it the one he’s wearing here?”

“Yes. I did wonder if you remembered me giving you that.”

My head jerked up. “You gave it to me?”

Sloga nodded, still carefully clutching the rest of the papers like they were the most precious thing to him. “You were very young, and it was a… traumatic moment, so it makes sense that you might not remember. I had gone to the palace to try and speak to your mother about her treatment of you, and instead I found you shivering in the snow. You told me your brothers had locked you outside.”

I clenched my jaw. “They did that often.”

“I knew it could be dangerous to give you something of his. I knew there was a chance she would take it from you and neither of us would ever see it again… but I couldn’t bear the thought of you not having even a tiny piece of your father to keep with you. So I gave it to you and told you to keep it a secret. I told you it belonged to him. And then I stayed with you until a staff member unlocked the kitchen door and you could go back inside.”

Tiny bits of memory started creeping back as I fought hard to remember. “You kept me warm.”

“It is a moment I cherish.” Sloga ducked his head. “I was desperate to know you, but my presence was a bitter reminder to the Carlin that she hadn’t succeeded in breaking Faulis fully. It only made her angrier. Made her treat you worse. But that brief time with you in the snow, being able to keep you warm and safe for those few moments, meant everything to me.”

I swallowed, my throat thick, looking down at the portrait of my father again. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“I don’t deserve your thanks, and I don’t ask for it.” Sloga seemed to try and compose himself, taking a deep breath and carefully rifling through the papers again. “Now, would you like to see the rest?”
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It was dawn when we finally stopped talking. I was beyond the point of exhaustion, but Sloga still told me, with gentle sternness, to get some sleep as he led me to a fur-lined pallet.

“You will be alone,” he assured me. “This is where Idony sleeps when she stays. I am going to sit outside and enjoy the sunrise. No one will disturb you while you rest.”

I nodded, sinking down heavily onto the side of the bed. “I appreciate it.”

“Would you like…” Sloga twisted his long, spindly fingers together. “Would you like some of his clothes to wear when you wake? Yours look a little worse for wear. Especially your boots.”

Yes. I was desperate to have anything of his that I could. But I forced myself to politely say, “I don’t want to take his things from you.”

“I have plenty, Lonan. And I want you to have them. He would want you to have anything of his. Let me fetch them.”

He disappeared through an arched doorway that seemed to lead deeper into the earth. When he returned, he was carrying a stack of clothing and a pair of worn black leather boots with copper eyelets.

I stood and took them, running my fingers over the neatly folded cream muslin shirt. “I’ll take care of them.”

“I know you will.” Sloga gently grasped my shoulder, then dropped his hand as he turned to leave. “There is a washroom through that door when you wake. Sleep well, Lonan.”

Once he was gone, I carefully set the clothing down and pulled off my ruined boots, then set my weapons down beside the pallet. My feet ached, and my skin and hair felt grimy, but I crawled into the furs, turned my back on the dying fire, and promptly passed out before my mind could start turning over everything I had learned.

When I woke, I could hear faint, muffled voices outside the sidhe. I tensed, already reaching for a sword before I realised they were both familiar. Sloga’s deep rumble was followed by the higher-pitched lilt of Idony.

I was still groggy as I sat up and pushed my lank hair back from my face, but the gnawing ache of thirst and hunger was gone. Sloga had fed me a constant supply of dried meat, cheese and fruits as he told me about my father, and I had eaten and drunk by rote as I listened to him with rapt attention.

The fire had died, but the sidhe was still warm as I stood and stretched out my limbs. After using the washroom, I carefully unfolded my father’s clothes and put them on. The cream muslin shirt, a pair of brown leather trousers, and some grey cotton socks that had been darned more than once. After tugging on the boots and lacing them, I stared down at my frame. I didn’t look like myself—these weren’t colours I usually wore—but… it felt like I had suddenly shed a skin of my own. One thick and heavy and oily. One that had been weighing me down.

I felt lighter.

“There is our sleeping prince,” Idony teased as I left the sidhe, tying my hair back from my face. “Gods, you look like him.”

“Did you sleep well, Lonan?” Sloga asked. The pair of them were picking blackberries, a small willow trug on the ground between them, already a quarter full.

“Yes.” I hovered awkwardly, not sure what to do. Idony’s basket from yesterday was resting by the sidhe door, its contents covered by a scrap of cloth with fraying edges.

She saw me notice and nodded at it. “I brought breakfast. Well, lunch now. You must have needed the sleep.”

“I kept him up all night sharing stories.” Sloga chuckled and dropped several blackberries into the trug.

“I miss those days.” Idony sucked blackberry juice off her thumb as she made her way over to pick up the basket. She grinned at me. “There’s nothing quite like being drunk on wine and hearing stories of when time began from this one. Maybe once you’re settled again, we can do it. The three of us.”

“Yes,” I said desperately before I could stop myself. “And Ash. Ash would love that.”

Idony rolled her eyes. “Oh, alright. I suppose I’d better ‘watch my mouth’ around the seelie king, eh?”

I flushed, feeling like a petulant child for saying that to her when she was far older than me and had been friends with my father. I stiffly said, “Apologies. I was tired and on edge—”

“Don’t fret over it, prince.” She patted my arm. “Now, lunch. Shall we eat out here?”

“I have some chilled sweet tea in the cold storage.” Sloga patted my shoulder as he made his way past, heading into the sidhe. “Let me fetch it.”

“And a blanket to sit on,” Idony called after him. “Where shall we sit, prince? Your choice.”

Unbidden, my eyes drifted over to the silver birch tree standing proud in the sunlight, its pale bark peeling in places and its leaves rustling gently above.

“By Faulis’ tree?” Idony’s voice was gentler. She gave a resolute nod. “Yes. Let’s.”

We made our way over and stopped a short distance away, sinking down onto the grass to wait until Sloga returned with a blanket.

“So.” Idony busied herself with the basket, pulling off the cloth to reveal three large oranges, some cold chicken legs wrapped in brown paper, a jar of nuts and freshly baked bread. “Do you trust me enough now to tell me why you’ve come back?”

I hesitated. In my gut, I did trust her, because something bone-deep had made me trust Sloga completely. Perhaps his gentle nature. Perhaps our shared grief. Perhaps the knowledge that he had once protected me when I was a boy.

And if she was planning on warning the Carlin that I was here, she’d already had a chance to do it.

Still, I found myself answering cautiously. “You already seem quite sure you know.”

She chuckled. “Yes. But…” She looked up at me, her expression growing serious. “It is not just your mother you will have to worry about, Lonan, but your brothers too.”

“I know.” I rubbed my face. “At least Bres and Cethlen are still incapable of killing me. As far as I am aware, at least.”

Her head cocked. “What do you mean?”

“The Carlin never showed us the way to Ogma,” I said woodenly, plucking grass stems from the ground. “And ordered us to never kill each other.”

Which, knowing what I did now, made a lot more sense.

“I found another way a few months ago,” I continued. “Balor has had his second name for a while now, so he is more of a threat, but I don’t know how he did it.”

“Gods, what a despicable woman.” Idony bit into a chicken leg and chewed thoughtfully. “Maybe Sloga knows.”

“Knows what?” The Higher Spirit joined us, setting down a jug and three glasses, as well as a butter dish.

“How Balor found Ogma,” Idony told him, already pouring out our tea.

Sloga’s expression grew grim. “Yes. I know how he did it. Many years ago, the Carlin employed a drachmsmith—”

“Do you mean Briordan?” Idony cut in, then added to me, “He used to live in that cottage.”

“Yes, Briordan.” Sloga nodded. “When he and his lover Eowan were forced to flee unseelie, I visited them and they told me what had happened. Balor had threatened to kill Eowan if Briordan didn’t make him an elixir that would show him the way to Ogma. So Briordan did. And then Balor tried to have them both killed anyway to protect his secret. He told the Carlin that Briordan had betrayed her—technically the truth, seeing as he had helped her son gain his second name against her wishes. They had to leave everything behind and run when they realised she was coming after them.”

“Balor is a snake,” Idony spat. “I hope you give him a painful death, prince.”

I picked up my tea and calmly took a sip. “I will.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Ash

I wasn’t dealing with Lonan being gone well.

In fact, I’d spent most of the last few days drunk.

It was the only way to dampen the emotions always flaring too hot and sharp inside me. One minute, I wanted to weep. The next, I wanted to smash everything in sight. I didn’t feel fit to be around anyone, so I cancelled the open court, I cancelled all my meetings, I hid away in dark corners of the palace because I couldn’t bear to be in our bedroom on my own so much.

Nua would turn up every morning with Jora to ensure I at least ate breakfast. He would try and get me to go for walks with him, to go down to the drachmsmith’s chamber and practise potioncraft, to spend the day with him and Gillie. I refused, and always managed to shake him off at some point in the day so I could snag a bottle of wine from the kitchen and find a hidden spot to nurse it.

I couldn’t handle not knowing if Lonan was alright. I just kept picturing that panicked blackbird chained to the Carlin’s wrist. I kept picturing her bronze teeth sinking into its delicate leg. I kept picturing Lonan’s unconscious body, his skin grey and clammy, blood pumping from the jagged stump of his thigh.

Was he still in the forest? Was he weak from shifting into the wolf after going so long without doing it? Had one of the Carlin’s guards found him? Or Balor?

Or had he made it to unseelie? Had the Carlin locked him up somewhere in the palace? Ripped off his branch leg and cut off his other limbs so he was helpless? Everyone kept saying that Lonan’s fate was to become unseelie king, but that didn’t mean it was going to happen now. What if the Carlin kept him hidden somewhere in the palace for decades, centuries, until she died naturally and Lonan became king that way? What if I never saw him again?

I couldn’t leave seelie to find him, and my thoughts spiralled uncontrollably, endlessly, whenever I was sober.

So I did my best to not be sober.

Most of the palace staff had been making themselves scarce since Lonan’s departure. I didn’t know if it was out of respect or because they were scared of me, terrified that I might lash out at any of them like I had with Sanya. The idea of them thinking I was just like the Brid made me even more miserable.

I wanted all of it to go away. Perversely, I often found myself wishing I was back in that little cottage, ignorant of everything playing out around me. Spending my days with the cat, gardening and reading and cooking, and my nights with Lonan or the wolf. It had been easy then.

And I’d still felt like myself.

I was something else now, something I didn’t like. Had this happened to the Brid too? Had she been decent once?

I didn’t see a single other soul as I meandered through the palace hallways, a half-empty wine bottle dangling from one hand. A door closed somewhere nearby. Shoes tapped on the wooden floor before stopping abruptly. I heard some hushed, frantic whispering, and then the footsteps quickly retreated.

That was fine. I wouldn’t want to be around me either.

I walked aimlessly, periodically swigging from the bottle, splashing ruby wine on the front of my shirt and down my chin. I scrubbed roughly at my face with my sleeve, then blinked hard and tried to work out where I’d ended up in the palace.

The big, gaudy doors at the end of the hallway were familiar. I squinted at them, my vision a little unfocused, then realised where I was even though I’d only been here once before. I found myself stumbling closer and fumbling with the door until it swung open. The front room of the Brid’s private chambers smelled a little stale, having been empty for a while now. A fine layer of dust coated the gold and polished wood furniture. All the drapes were drawn, but I could feel the Brid’s painted eyes watching me from the countless portraits of her hung on the walls in burnished gold frames.

I’d told Lonan I would look in here for anything that may help with killing the Carlin, but I’d never found the time.

No, I corrected to myself. I’d never made the time, because I’d been trying to ignore it. Trying to pretend it wasn’t going to happen.

But I could look now. Maybe if I found something, I could convince Fioda to let me leave seelie earlier than her stupid seven-day timetable so I could go and help Lonan kill the Carlin. Or even kill her myself so he didn’t have to put himself in any danger, if I got there quick enough. To my wine-soaked brain, it sounded like the perfect plan.

I’d told Nua that he could come and collect anything he deemed of value, but I didn’t know whether he had. I’d also told Jora to let the staff know that they could ransack the Brid’s rooms if they wanted—I didn’t care about any of her stuff—but it looked like they hadn’t. The Folk were superstitious. They probably didn’t want to own anything that had belonged to their bloodthirsty former monarch.

I made my way unsteadily into her bedroom. The musk of her King of Boars still lingered, making me wrinkle my nose. The thick gold drapes over the huge bed were dusty. The gigantic portrait of the Brid on the opposite wall watched me as I wandered over to the ornate trunk at the foot of the bed.

I remembered Lonan suggesting that we have it brought to our room when we’d come here, but I’d forgotten to give Jora the order. I’d been trying my best to forget about the Brid, to distance myself from her.

I sank down onto the rug in front of it and took one more swig of wine before setting the bottle on the floor. After fumbling with the latches for a few seconds, I lifted the lid and peered bleary-eyed down into the trunk.

Books were neatly stacked to one side, and the folded fur throw stuffed beside them released a waft of overly sweet perfume. I pulled it out and dumped it unceremoniously on the floor, revealing a small wooden box that had been hidden beneath.

It was plain and dented, with only a single tiny, rusted latch holding it closed. It looked like nothing else in here—old and worn, not studded with jewels or edged in gold or polished to a high shine. I pulled it out and fumbled with the latch. Inside was a tiny glass jar with a wooden stopper, a plain gold goblet, and another book.

I picked up the goblet and looked into its cup. There was a dark, powdery stain at the bottom that looked like it might have been red wine once. The little vial was empty except for some flaking dark green remnants of whatever had dried up in there. I lifted it to my face, peering at it closer, before diverting my attention to the book.

It was a journal, I realised, when I opened it and saw a name scrawled in looped cursive on the first page. Rowena. Who was Rowena? Had that been the name the Brid went by before she became queen? I couldn’t see why she’d have the journal of someone else in her room, carefully stored away.

I started flicking through it, my wine-blurred vision catching snippets here and there.

Gods, my mother is a weak fool. She treats her subjects like they are the same as us, not beneath us.

I frowned hard. This had to be the Brid’s journal, then. Nua would have told me if we’d had a sister, and there was no way the Brid had ever treated the seelie Folk like they weren’t beneath her. This had to be the Brid talking about the queen before her. Her own mother.

How long must she insist on clinging to life? She is doing it to spite me, I’m convinced. She has been queen for CENTURIES, and yet it’s still not enough for her? She won’t just die with whatever pitiful scrap of dignity she has left and let me take my intended place in the throne. Selfish hag.

My mouth twisted with disgust as I read the words, then flicked to another page.

She found out that I chased a driath through the queenswood for sport today. I suppose one of the guards came across what remained of his body. Her cries were pathetic. It reminded me of the time she found those dead animals in my room when I was a little girl.

I felt sick. So the Brid had always been a murderous monster, even before she became queen. In some ways, it was a relief to know that the power now living inside me wasn’t solely responsible for turning her into what she had been.

But I was still related to her. She was still my birth mother.

Something wonderful happened today, another entry read. Mother has guards patrolling the queenswood now so I can’t play my games with the common Folk there. So I walked further than normal, unable to sit around the palace and look at her pathetic, doting face.

I came across a boar. A great, monstrous boar with a voice. He told me his name is Triath, and with a few choice words and the apple from my satchel, he was under my spell just like all the other sad little creatures that can’t resist the allure of my words.

I ended up telling him about Mother. He was a good listener. He is already smitten, saying that he could listen to my voice for aeons, that there is no sweeter sound. I teased that when I became queen I would make him the king of all boars, and he seemed to like that, because it was then that he told me the wondrous thing.

He said that the venom of the great serpent Gadleg on the Isle of Hybra has the power to kill the seelie monarch. I had never heard this before—I am quite sure it hasn’t been recorded anywhere—and I don’t know how he knew it. I suspect he is something more than just a talking boar. Not a Higher Spirit, but not just one of the Folk. Something other, like Fioda’s heifer mate. Regardless, he will already do anything for me, so I suppose it doesn’t matter. He will be a good ally when I am queen.

Now I have a way to take my crown without waiting for that old sow to die in her sleep.

I blinked hard, trying to focus my vision, rereading sections again and again because the words were a little blurred and hard to read in her overly ornate scrawl. I hurriedly flipped to the next page.

I have journeyed into the forest and made my way north to the shore. A solitary fae who lives in a sad little shack and spends his days fishing told me that Hybra will be visible in two years’ time.

Just two more years until I take my rightful place on the throne. They stretch endlessly before me, but at least it gives me time to plan. Time to find a group of common Folk I can convince to make the treacherous journey across the fingerstones—not that that will be hard, of course. Getting Folk to do whatever I want is child’s play. Some honeyed words, a furtive kiss in the dark, and they are eating out of my hand, just like Triath.

I was clutching the journal tightly as I finished reading the entry. This was becoming too familiar, too similar to what I had done. I didn’t want to keep reading, but at the same time, I had to.

I flicked past a chunk of the book, skipping over the two years the Brid had spent waiting until she could kill her mother. I saw the King of Boars’ name appear several more times as I skimmed the pages, more furious ranting and raving about the former queen, more condescending, vitriolic words about the seelie Folk.

Then I reached an entry that mentioned Hybra and Gadleg.

They have returned from Hybra. Well, only one of the seven Folk I sent there has returned, but he has it. He has Gadleg’s venom. Oh, it looks so beautiful in its little vial—thick, jewel-green liquid gold. I can already picture it coursing through Mother’s veins.

The fae who made it back said he barely returned with his life, but that the thought of never seeing my beauty again, never hearing the sweetness of my voice, drove him to stay alive and complete this task for me. I humoured him by listening to his little story before I killed him. He said one of their troop perished on the fingerstones before they’d even reached the isle. Two succumbed to Hybra’s wonders, following the whispering voices into the trees and vanishing.

The other three fell under Gadleg’s spell. The fae still seemed horrified by what he had witnessed—almost broken, weak-minded thing that he was. He said she slithered down from her tower and simply opened her terrible mouth wide, and he watched in horror as his three remaining companions walked willingly into her belly. He said they didn’t speak a word. They appeared to be hypnotised.

I pretended to take pity on him as he sobbed, telling me that the only way he resisted was by thinking of me and only of me—of my face, my voice, how wonderful it would be when I became queen and he would stand by my side as consort. And as the last fae walked into her gaping maw, he saw a single drop of venom fall from Gadleg’s golden fang and land in the cupped leaf of a wild plant on the forest floor.

His hands were shaking terribly, he told me, as he tipped it into the tiny vial and fled. When I laughed, he gave me such a betrayed look that my patience finally wore out. That look was still painted across his face as his head fell to the ground.

I cannot believe that I have it. I have Gadleg’s venom. My crown is finally within reach.

My hands were trembling as I flipped to the next page. It was the final entry.

It is done.

I can hardly write, my hands are shaking so much from the excitement. It was so terribly hard not to laugh when I told Mother that I wished to share a meal with her. She looked so happy—we hadn’t shared a meal together in years. She just didn’t know that it would be her last, and in the end, she didn’t even get to eat it. I must remember to tell Triath that detail so we can laugh about it together.

I offered to pour her wine for her, playing the doting daughter, and managed to tip the venom into her goblet without her seeing. She was dead before she’d taken a single bite of her dinner.

The most wondrous feeling filled me after the life drained out of her. Like warm, spiced mulled wine in the Bitter Months, coating my teeth and tongue and throat, filling my belly. It was glorious.

I plucked the crown from her head and put it on just for a laugh, then sat down to eat my dinner in peace. The young server fae who came to clear our plates started screaming the moment she saw her former queen slumped in her seat, face in her untouched dinner. I told the fae to shut up and clean up the mess, then poured the rest of Mother’s tainted wine onto the floor so I could take the goblet with me as a keepsake.

Already, I can feel the strength coursing through my veins. The power. It’s like a living thing inside of me, a constant companion I have always yearned for. But I can feel it trying to make me soft and weak like she was. Trying to temper me, like she always did. I can feel it trying to change me. I won’t let it.

I am the queen now.

I swallowed, closing the book and sitting there in silence for a long time. So the Brid had killed her mother, just like I’d done. She’d used Gadleg’s venom, just like I had.

I was just like her.

Feeling sick to my stomach, I opened the journal and read the last entry again, almost hoping it would say something different this time. Something that meant I hadn’t done exactly the same thing she had. Something that would reassure me that I wasn’t destined to become as evil as she’d been.

I can feel it trying to make me soft and weak like she was. Trying to temper me, like she always did. I can feel it trying to change me.

Those words jumped out at me, as if my drunk brain had decided they were important. I read them several times, realisation slowly forming.

Did the power retain the… temperament of the former monarch? Was it shaped by them, moulded by their actions? From what I’d just read, the Brid’s mother had been a compassionate queen, and the Brid had complained that it was trying to make her the same.

Which meant that now, the power was making me like her.

I shuddered, dropping the book like it had burned me. My skin crawled. A part of the Brid was still living inside me, twisting me into something awful, just like her.

I shoved everything back into the little wooden box, not wanting to touch the goblet or the vial for longer than I had to. After stuffing the fur throw back on top of it in the trunk, I slammed the lid shut and scrambled to my feet to back away from it.

My mouth trembled as I stood in the middle of the silent room. I didn’t want to be like her. I didn’t want to turn into her, but I could already feel it happening. The blisteringly hot temper and flashes of murderous anger. The paranoia that everyone was conspiring against me. The strong desire for control—not over myself, but over others. I’d tried to control Lonan. I’d tried to get him to forgo what he wanted and bend to my will.

It was inevitable. No matter what I did, the power inside of me, the one I had taken from her, would make me just like her, even if I tried my hardest to be better.

Maybe Lonan would become like the Carlin too, and we would end up despising each other just like the two queens had. Maybe we would end up only seeing each other twice a year at the Midsith, where we would trade vicious, barbed words from opposite sides of the room.

That, more than anything, made my eyes overflow with tears as I stood there shaking.

So that was my fate. I was just repeating history.

It had all been for nothing.


Chapter Thirty

Ash

I was numb in a way I’d never really felt before.

Even when my parents had died, when it had felt like a piece of me had died with them, a tiny part of me had known that one day, the grief would lessen. It would never go away, but it would become more manageable. A smaller hurt that would let me keep living.

When I’d thought Lonan had betrayed me in the worst way possible—in every way possible—I hadn’t been numb. I’d been furious. So uncontrollably angry that it had consumed me.

When I’d lost my arm and spent those months in the forest, I’d been fuelled only by rage, but it had given me purpose.

Even when Lonan had left, just a few days ago, I’d still clung on to a weak shred of hope that I’d be able to go after him, to apologise, to fix it. I hadn’t given up. I’d still been determined to fight for him. For us.

But now, after finding the Brid’s journal and knowing what was happening to me, I had no fight left. I was numb.

I give up.

I hadn’t been able to sleep after stumbling out of the Brid’s quarters and back to my bedroom last night. Jora’s hangover cure had been waiting for me in the dining room when I emerged this morning, dishevelled and feeling like total shit.

It had helped marginally, but it hadn’t taken away the horrible sensation lurking under my skin. The Brid’s influence was twisting me into someone just like her. And I just didn’t have it in me to fight it anymore.

I forced myself to return to her bedroom and retrieve the journal. Then I sought out Nua and Gillie, finding them as they left their bedroom. Over breakfast—of which I managed only a few mouthfuls—I asked if they wanted to go for a walk. They seemed shocked, but quickly agreed. Nua eyed me worriedly, which was understandable. I looked terrible. Wild, unwashed hair. Sallow skin. Red-rimmed, bloodshot eyes.

Some of the numbness left me as I sat with them in silence. I wanted to burst into tears with every breath I took as I waited for them to finish their breakfast. I hardly spoke, my throat too thick and achy to get many words out.

Everything had gone so wrong, no matter how hard I’d tried to stop it. I’d tried to be good. Better than her. I’d tried to do the right thing. But now, Lonan was gone and it was my fault. Now, I knew that I was destined to become as awful as the Brid and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

I want my dad. I couldn’t stop thinking it as I sat at the dining table in silence, hands fisted tightly in the fabric of my shirt while I tried not to break down in front of Nua and Gillie. I want my dad. I want my dad.

I felt like a scared little boy who’d done something bad and was terrified of telling his parents, but at the same time wanted only their comfort. Like when I’d gotten drunk with my friends when I was sixteen and crept inside once Dad and Mags were already asleep, but spent half the night slumped over the toilet throwing up, terrified they’d find out but wishing they were there to look after me regardless.

Dad had found me eventually. I remembered his exasperated sigh. His big hand rubbing soothing circles on my back. His tired, concerned eyes as he wiped my face with a warm flannel while I shakily told him I was sorry. Then Mags had appeared in her dressing gown, fussing over me as they helped me to bed and made me sip water.

I’d kept telling them I was sorry, mumbling it as I buried my face in the pillow, everything spinning when I shut my eyes. Dad had sat beside me while I drifted off into drunken sleep, his hand warm on my shoulder, and when I woke up, he’d still been there. Sitting up against the headboard beside me on top of the covers, arms crossed and his head tipped back as he dozed with his mouth open.

I wanted that again, I thought desperately as we left the palace after breakfast and started making our way towards the kingswood. I wanted him here. I wanted to hear his voice. It still horrified me that my last conversation with him had been over the phone. Not even in person. Had I told him I loved him? I couldn’t remember. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d said it to him. I couldn’t remember if I’d ever told him how grateful I was to him and Mags for giving me such a wonderful childhood, a happy life.

I still couldn’t believe they were gone. I didn’t think I’d ever be able to comprehend it fully. It didn’t feel real.

None of this felt real. It was like I was trapped in a terrible, never-ending lucid dream. Or a game. A game where someone else was controlling me, making me do awful things I never thought I would, giving me tiny moments of happiness just to rip them away out of sick amusement.

Everything was disjointed as I walked beside Nua and Gillie in silence. The sky was too bright, hurting my eyes. My head throbbed. The thing living inside me felt like a whole other person stuffed inside my body, frantically trying to claw their way out.

“So,” Gillie said as we reached the kingswood, trying to make his tone as cheerful as possible. “How about a bit of foraging, lad? Wrong time of year for mushrooms—not enough rain—but still plenty of things for us to find.”

“Okay,” I said quietly.

“Warm today.” Nua’s gentle hand appeared on my shoulder as he held out a glass bottle. “Maybe some water, Ash?”

“Okay,” I repeated, taking it automatically, but not uncorking it to have a sip. After a few seconds, Nua did it for me, then squeezed my shoulder until I lifted the bottle and gulped down a mouthful.

He took the bottle back. From the corner of my eye, I saw him and Gillie exchange a look as we walked in silence.

“Ash, have you…” Nua sounded nervous, which made my eyes water. I’d made my own brother nervous to speak to me because I’d let myself start turning into a monster, and I didn’t know how to stop it.

“How are you feeling today?” he asked instead. I didn’t want to wonder what he’d almost been about to ask me, but I already knew. Have you heard from Lonan?

If I heard his name, I’d start crying and wouldn’t be able to stop.

“I wanted to tell you something.” I stopped abruptly and scrubbed my watering eyes, taking a shaky breath. Nua and Gillie stopped too and watched me in silence.

“I w-wanted to tell you how much I love you both. How grateful I am for everything. I n-never got to tell my parents, and I d-didn’t get to tell Lonan.” My breath hitched. “I just wanted to tell you.”

“Ash, we know.” Nua stepped forward and grasped my shoulders, brow creased with worry. “We love you too. And your parents knew. Lonan knows.”

I took a step back and sniffed wetly, wiping my nose with my sleeve. My throat ached painfully as I looked at them both. My brother’s gentle face was drawn tight with worry. Gillie’s dark brows were furrowed with concern as he watched me.

“I think you should go back to your sidhe.” My mouth trembled at the thought of them being gone. “And stay there. B-before I… before I do something terrible to you. Like I did with Lonan. Like she always did.”

“Ash, no.” Nua’s green eyes filled with devastation. “Gods, we’re not going to leave you.”

“I don’t want to hurt either of you.” My face crumpled with a sob. “And I d-don’t think I can fight what’s happening to me anymore. I don’t think I’m strong enough.”

I’d been fighting a losing battle this whole time, from the moment the Carlin stole me and kept me on her land. I’d been fighting so hard, for so long, and now I knew there was no point. The harder I fought, the worse it all got.

I was so tired. I was done fighting. I didn’t have anything left.

As if it could sense me giving up, the insidious power inside me began to teem harder, faster, clamouring to take over. It felt like I was running out of time.

“Ash, you’re not going to hurt us.” Nua looked more worried. “Please just let us help you.”

I shook my head and dully said, “You can’t. I found the Brid’s journal. I found out what’s happening to me.”

“What do you mean, lad?” Gillie asked sharply. “What journal?”

My hands shook wildly as I reached into my satchel and pulled it out. “From just before she became queen. She killed her mother, just like I did. She used Gadleg’s venom. Just like I did.”

“That doesn’t mean you’re like her, Ash,” Nua said with a frown.

I shook my head again, feeling exhausted. “She said she could feel the power trying to make her like the former queen. That’s what it does. It’s shaped by the monarch, so when it goes into a new one, it… it starts to turn them into the one before it.” I shuddered, clutching the journal too tight. “I can feel her. I can feel it trying to make me just like her, and I don’t think I can stop it.”

“Let us see the journal, lad,” Gillie said quietly, holding out his hand for it.

I handed it over and looked away, unable to look at them when they were about to discover what was wrong with me. What I was going to turn into. “The last entry is… is when she became queen. What she did.”

Gillie slid his arm around Nua and looked over his shoulder as my brother flipped hurriedly to the end of the journal. They read it in silence as I stood there shaking, unable to move.

“Ash…” Nua said eventually, voice sorrowful. “This doesn’t mean that you will turn into her.”

“Doesn’t it?” I sniffed and wiped my nose. “I can feel it, Nua. It’s already happening.”

“Yes, but now we know why.” Gillie held up the journal, face grim as he looked at me. “The Brid was already terrible, Ash. Becoming queen didn’t make her that way, and it’s painfully obvious that she didn’t let the former queen’s kind nature make her any less terrible. She got worse. Not better.”

“I know,” I said tearfully. “That’s what I’m saying.”

“No, Ash.” Gillie shook his head. He stepped forward and held out the journal, pointing to a line. “She wrote, ‘I can feel it trying to change me. I won’t let it.’ And she clearly didn’t.”

“Gillie is right,” Nua said quickly. “She didn’t let it change her. She was already terrible, and she remained terrible. Which means it will only make you like her if you let it, Ash.”

“But I’ve been trying to be better,” I choked out. “I’ve been trying and it’s not working.”

Neither of them seemed to have an answer for that, which made me start crying. I’d never felt so helpless, which was a horrifying realisation to have considering everything else that had happened to me. Part of me couldn’t really believe that after everything, this was the thing that broke me.

“It—It feels like I’m cursed or something. Like no matter what I do, everything I touch just… rots.” I shuddered, remembering some of Lonan’s last words to me. “It’s like I’m rotting.”

I’d made him feel that way. And I was making everything in the forest rot too. It was like those first few months after becoming full fae, when I’d been obsessed with getting revenge on the Carlin, had shaped me into this new version of myself. An angry and destructive version.

That was what scared me the most. That was what was making me want to give up. I wouldn’t be able to stop the Brid’s influence from changing me, because there wasn’t really much to change.

I was a bad person. I’d done so many bad things. I’d made that horrible vow to Lonan that had caused him so much pain. I’d killed all those unseelie guards just to win points against the Carlin. I’d killed that poor broon just because the Brid had told me to. I’d ignored Lonan’s suffering until he was forced to flee from me.

I was a terrible, terrible person. Just like her.

I took a deep, unsteady breath and scrubbed my face again, wiping my wet eyes. My skin felt hot and clammy. My hair was unwashed and greasy. I couldn’t really remember the last time I’d had a bath. I stank of sweat and wine, but I couldn’t bring myself to care.

“I want to spend the day with you both,” I told Nua and Gillie, my voice wobbling. “Then I think you should go back to your sidhe in the forest. Thank you for everything. For all your help.”

“Ash.” Gillie’s voice was hard. Almost angry. “We’re not just going to leave you. Especially not now.”

In a rush, the terrible thing inside me responded to it. Fed off it. My hands clenched into fists. Taking a slow breath, I turned to continue walking through the forest, trying to cool the sharp spike in my temper.

“Ash,” he snapped again. “Stop it. You’re talking like this is all inevitable.”

“Well it is, isn’t it?” I exploded, whirling round. “That’s all you keep fucking telling me. That everything’s already decided. That the Higher Spirits planned this all out.”

“Not in this way,” Nua said desperately. “If the Brid didn’t let becoming queen change her, you don’t have to either. Ash, you have to… you have to keep fighting whatever it’s trying to do to you.”

“It’s not fucking working,” I shouted. “I’ve tried. I’ve tried to be better. I’ve tried to ignore it. Nothing’s worked, Nua. I’m done. I’m just done. I’m so tired. I can’t do it anymore.”

Lonan was what I’d been fighting for. A life with Lonan. And he was gone. So what was left?

Nua and Gillie had each other. They didn’t need me in their lives.

Lonan was gone. My dad was gone. Mags was gone. My entire old life was gone. I’d spent so much time trying to cling to what I had left, trying to make it work, and it all kept slipping through my fingers anyway. At least this way, if I made Nua and Gillie leave myself, it wouldn’t hurt so much when they were inevitably gone too.

“Please,” I said tightly. “I’m asking you to leave. I’m trying to do the right thing. I don’t w-want you to be here and see me… turn into a monster.”

“But don’t you see, Ash?” Nua said desperately. “You’re still trying to do what you think is right—what you think is best for us. You’re not like her.”

I shook my head and turned to keep walking, too tired to argue anymore. What I saw just up ahead, between the trees, made me stop dead. My anger spiked and I couldn’t stop it.

“Don’t fucking touch me again,” I snarled.

Mol’s big brown eyes blinked at me. Scowling, I turned and strode in another direction, gritting my teeth when I heard the clop of hooves.

“Oh dear,” I heard Nua murmur as he and Gillie followed me.

“Swear I won’t touch you this time, son.” Mol’s boisterous voice rang out as the hoofsteps turned into the crunch of light boots over the forest floor.

I flinched from a sharp stab of grief. “Don’t call me son.”

“Alright,” she said, quieter this time. “Already put my foot in my mouth, haven’t I?”

“Mol,” Nua began anxiously, “I’m not sure if now is a good time…”

“I’d wager Ash doesn’t think any time is a good time to see me.” She chuckled. “But I heard you, laddy. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but… I heard what you said.”

“Great,” I bit out. “And I suppose you have plenty of opinions on it.”

“Well, actually…”

Stopping abruptly, I turned to face Nua and Gillie and shook my head wearily. “I can’t do this.”

“Wait, Ash.” I heard Mol jog closer. “I’m sorry, laddy. I know I can be a touch… abrasive at times. But you can too, can’t you? You’ve got quite a temper on you.”

I flushed and rubbed my face, turning to her with a sigh. “What do you want, Mol?”

“I heard what you said. About ignoring it.” She gazed down at me, blonde brows drawn into a frown. “You can’t just ignore it.”

“What do you mean?” I mumbled defeatedly.

“I mean you can’t ignore what’s now a part of you, and if you have been…” Her lips thinned. “That hasn’t been working too well, has it?”

“Guess it depends on what’s supposed to happen,” I muttered. “On what the Higher Spirits have decided.”

She crossed her enormous arms and cocked her head. “What’ve you been doing since becoming king?”

I bristled. “What? I’ve done loads.”

“I don’t mean what you’ve been doing for everyone else. I mean what have you been doing? For yourself? Since…” She waved a hand in my direction. “Getting this enormous dose of fae power?”

Slowly, I glanced at Nua and Gillie with a perplexed frown. “I don’t… know.”

“No potioncraft? No visiting the forest? No making deals and bargains or learning wordcraft or…”

“I haven’t exactly had the time,” I snapped defensively.

“So you’ve been full fae for, what, months now? And yet you’re still living like a mortal.”

I stared at her in confusion. “What?”

She chuckled and jerked her chin to the left. “Why don’t you come to our sidhe, all of you, and talk?”

I stiffened. “Talk about what?”

Mol shrugged, already striding in that direction. “Everything.”

I didn’t move. “I don’t want to. I want to spend the day with Nua and Gillie.”

“Ash…” Nua approached, brow creased with worry. “Can we? Please?”

I wavered, staring at my brother’s pleading face, then sighed and scrubbed my forehead. “Okay.”

“We’ll have that drink too,” Mol called as we started to follow her.


Chapter Thirty-One

Ash

While the far edge of unseelie land dropped into grey, choppy sea that stretched to the horizon, seelie land had a range of small snow-tipped mountains that loomed in the distance, giving the sense that no matter how far you walked, you’d never be able to reach them.

Nua had told me stories of the giant bearded man who lived alone up there, saying he had been spotted only once or twice in seelie’s recorded history, and only ever from afar. I wondered if he was a simple fae or a Higher Spirit or something in between, like the Brid’s King of Boars. There was probably a lot out here that I’d never heard of, but that was mainly because I hadn’t had the time to actually explore the land I now ruled over.

I kept thinking about what Mol had said. “You’re still living like a mortal.”

Was I?

As we walked through the kingswood, I let my branch hand brush against a tree trunk and realised I had felt more fae when I’d been living in the forest with Nua and Gillie. Exploring the depths of Orna. Wandering around it high on magic mushrooms. Living in a true sidhe, not a huge, gaudy palace.

Now that I was thinking about it, I’d probably acted the most fae when I hadn’t even been full fae—when I’d still been a mortal living on the Carlin’s land. There, I’d at least had the time to attempt potioncraft. I’d spent lots of time with my hands buried in the soil while I gardened and grew things. I’d gotten good at verbally sparring with the Folk in the village when they tried to cheat me out of money. I’d attended their parties and played their games of favours and wandered around unseelie land with Caom.

What had I done since becoming king? Sat in meetings. Spent hours in my throne room listening to the Folk’s problems. Eaten and slept.

That was it.

I’d tried going back to the mortal world to say goodbye to it. To leave that part of my life behind, because it had all been taken from me so abruptly. But maybe it hadn’t worked, or maybe that was the wrong way to think of it. Maybe I was still clinging on because I didn’t want to say goodbye to it. I didn’t want to forget it.

We followed Mol in silence as she ambled through the trees, whistling cheerfully, occasionally bending down to pluck a flower from the forest floor until she had a small bunch of them. The ground started sloping under our feet, the trees thinning, until we emerged into a small basin covered in lush green grass with a stream running through it.

The mountains looked closer now, but still impossibly far. The land was growing hillier, rising up and dipping back down in gentle mounds. Considering her bulk, Mol’s footsteps were light as she led us down into the shallow basin until I could see a doorway cut out of one of the hills, an awning made from branches and hanging moss above it.

Flowers were everywhere. Blanketing the ground, growing from bushes crammed together on either side of the doorway, forming a path to it. Lavender and roses and hydrangea. Sweetpeas and passionfruit flowers creeping up crudely made trellising. The air was thick with their scent, as well as the cacophony of pollinators flying between them. Fat bumblebees, blue mason bees, butterflies, hummingbird moths. A short distance away, next to a fenced-off garden overflowing with fruit and vegetables—courgettes, runner beans, tomatoes, strawberries and stone pots with bushy herbs—was an apiary, honeybees buzzing around it.

“Are you decent, love?” Mol called as we approached. “We have visitors.”

She plucked a final rose from one of the bushes, then turned and gave me a wink. “Don’t tell her.”

I didn’t smile back. I didn’t know why she’d brought us here. Well, actually I did. So she and Fioda could lecture me again.

I really wasn’t in the mood for it. I wasn’t in the mood for anything. I’d just wanted to spend a final day with Nua and Gillie before accepting my fate.

“Ah!” Fioda appeared in the doorway of the sidhe with a warm smile. She was wearing loose linen dungarees with a baggy white shirt underneath, and her long hair hung in big waves of tight curls, framing her face like a cloudy halo. “Welcome.”

“We appreciate you having us,” Nua said politely as Mol stepped forward and thrust out the bunch of flowers she’d collected.

“For my lady,” she said with a mischievous grin.

Fioda beamed, taking the flowers and tilting her chin up when Mol leaned down for a firm kiss. “Thank you, my dear.”

“Now.” Mol wrapped her muscular arm around Fioda’s shoulders and turned to face us. “Our little king here is having a crisis of self, it seems.”

“Oh dear.” Fioda cocked her head, gazing at me in concern.

Nua and Gillie looked at me. When I stayed silent, Nua cleared his throat and stepped forward, holding out the Brid’s journal. “Ash found the Brid’s journal from just before she became queen. In it she talks about the temperament of the former queen, our grandmother, trying to make her softer and kinder when she killed her and took the power. Ash is… worried that the same thing is now happening to him, but with the Brid’s influence.”

“Not worried,” I rasped tonelessly. “I know it is. It’s already happening.”

“I see,” Fioda said softly, her solid gold irises flashing in the sun as she looked at me, then glanced down at the journal. “Why don’t we sit down?”

“I’ll get drinks.” Mol pressed a kiss to Fioda’s hair, then paused as she glanced at me. “Maybe not wine or ale this time.”

I rubbed a hand over my hot cheek, but couldn’t bring myself to care about my dishevelled, unwashed appearance. When Nua and Gillie began to follow Fioda over to small, roughly hewn wooden table with several tree stumps as seats, I dragged my feet behind them.

After sitting in silence, I folded my hands on the table and waited. A hoverfly landed on the knuckle of my branch hand, and I stared at it in silence. When it eventually took off, I resisted the urge to rest my head on my hands and close my eyes. I was so tired. Drained completely with nothing left. I’d been sleeping terribly since Lonan left, and I hadn’t slept at all last night, but it was more than that. I just wanted to give up.

I felt Nua’s hand rest on my back but didn’t react. Mol reappeared from the sidhe carrying a tray with a glass pitcher filled with cloudy, pale-yellow liquid, lemon pulp floating in it.

“Made it yesterday,” she said cheerfully, thudding down into her seat. She poured me a glass and inched it across the table. “There you go, laddy.”

“Appreciate it,” I said dully, automatically picking up the glass to have a sip. Almost instantly, my headache began to ease just a little. Perversely, I wished it wouldn’t. I wanted to wallow. I deserved to suffer.

Who knew how much more suffering I was about to inflict on everyone around me?

Fioda had been reading the Brid’s journal, and she didn’t look up as Mol poured glasses of lemonade for the rest of them. The flowers were dropped into another glass already filled with water and set neatly in the centre of the table. Immediately, a bumblebee floated over and crawled into the petals of the peach rose Mol had picked.

“Well.” Fioda gently closed the book and pushed it slightly away from her. “She was, and you are, correct that the power does take on characteristics of the reigning monarch. But it is not to try and make you like the one before you, Ash. It is just… an inevitable outcome. It becomes a part of each monarch, so naturally it is shaped by them and their actions.”

“It doesn’t feel like a part of me, though,” I muttered. “It feels like a separate thing living inside me. Wanting to take over.”

“Then don’t let it,” Mol said bluntly. My fingers tightened on my glass. I wanted to throw it at her.

“I’ve been trying,” I said between clenched teeth.

“No, you said you’ve been ignoring it. You’ve been fighting it, Ash, not the Brid’s influence on it.”

I frowned so hard my headache flared up again. “What’s the difference?”

“You have to accept it, Ash,” Fioda said quietly. “Only then will you be able to cut out the parts of it that the Brid twisted and made unpleasant.”

I snorted in derision and pushed my glass away. “Spare me the new-age bullshit.”

Mol burst out laughing. “It’s not bullshit.”

“It’s not, lad.” Gillie pointed at the journal. “You read what she wrote. She didn’t let it change her. The queen before her was kind and compassionate. The Brid wasn’t.”

I sighed, running my hands down my face. “Yeah, I understand that. But I… I mean, this time last year I was mortal. How am I supposed to stop it happening? I’m not stronger than her. I’m not strong enough.”

“Ash, the Brid is dead,” Fioda said bluntly. “All that’s left are these tiny, terrible parts of her infecting what you now possess—parts that you can cut away like tumours. Of course you are stronger than her. She’s dead.”

“Perhaps Ash is right, though,” Nua said hesitantly. “Perhaps it’s been harder for him to accept it because he was so recently mortal. And he had no time to prepare for this. He didn’t know it would happen. That is unusual.”

“Yes.” Fioda nodded and gave me a tiny smile. “It has been particularly hard, hasn’t it?”

“The Mortal Fae King.” Mol smiled wryly when I flicked a glance at her. “But you can’t just keep living like a mortal now, laddy. You’re fae. One of the Folk. You need to live that way. Then maybe you’ll stop feeling so much like this power inside you wants to take over, rather than just be a part of you.”

More new-age bullshit. I shook my head and rested my forehead in my palm, not wanting to think about any of it.

“Mol was right before, Ash,” Nua said quietly. “You haven’t been doing anything for yourself. You have been working very hard, but that can’t be all you do.” He looked down, brows drawn. “I’m sorry. I should have realised. I shouldn’t have let this…”

I shook my head again wearily. I wasn’t going to let Nua take any of the blame. “It’s not your fault.”

“It’s not yours either, lad.” Gillie still sounded a little frustrated. “What’s happening to you is not your fault. You were thrown into this life against your will. You’ve been through awful things, but you kept going.” He reached over to grip my arm. “Of course you’re tired. I’d be tired too. But are you really going to give up now? After everything, you’re going to let the Brid win?”

A spark of fire flared in my belly. Not that murderous, bloodthirsty fire this time—this was defiant and determined, the thing that had fuelled me during my months in the forest.

I didn’t want to let the Brid win. I didn’t want to let either of the queens win.

Letting out a shaky breath, I looked up. “H-how am I supposed to stop it?”

“You have to accept it first, Ash.” Fioda looked at me solemnly. “Your old life was taken from you, cruelly and unfairly, but it’s gone. You’re something else now, far removed from it.”

I flinched, mouth trembling. “B-but I… I don’t want to forget it. I don’t want to forget them.”

“You won’t.” Nua took my hand. “But your parents would want you to keep going, Ash.”

My breath hitched with a weak sob. “I miss them.”

Nua squeezed my hand. “I saw how much they loved you. I saw how happy you made them. There is nothing I can say that will take away your grief and pain, but please…” He swallowed, voice thick. “Please don’t give up. For them. And for us. And for Lonan.”

A sharp pain stabbed through my chest. He was right. If I gave up, if I succumbed and became just like the Brid, all this would have been for nothing. There’d just be more loss. I would lose Lonan and Nua and Gillie. They’d lose me too. There’d be more death and pain. No one would win.

Exhaling, I wiped my hand over my wet cheeks and nodded. “O-okay. I… I won’t give up. I’ll keep fighting it.”

God, even saying it made me want to hide and sleep forever. How long did I have to keep fighting?

“No, not fighting it, Ash.” Mol shook her head. “Accept it and quash all the bad parts. Replace them.”

I sighed, feeling exhausted. “How?”

“Don’t just be the king, a figurehead that exists to serve the Folk. Be a person. Do things for yourself.”

“You haven’t been able to spend any time in your drachmsmith chamber, have you?” Gillie gave me a tiny smile. “Maybe that would be a start. Some potioncraft. We could go foraging for ingredients after this.”

“Some time in the forest too,” Nua piped up, then glanced at Fioda sheepishly. “Once… once you can leave, I mean.”

“Potioncraft and walking in the forest,” I said flatly. “It’s that simple, is it?”

“It sounds simple, but it requires work.” Fioda smiled. “A conscious effort to shape yourself into who you want to be, to not just be a void for the Brid’s influence to fill.”

“Okay. I’ll try.” I clutched at my arms, my branch fingers rasping against the sleeve of my shirt. “Is… is Lonan going to feel this way too?”

Fioda cocked her head. “Lonan has had time to prepare. When he kills the Carlin, he will be sure of what he’s doing, and he knows what awaits him. You didn’t have that luxury.”

My belly cramped with worry at the thought of him being anywhere near the Carlin. She still scared me. I hated admitting it even to myself, but it was the truth. She terrified me, even though I was now strong enough that she couldn’t actually chain me up again. Torture me. Eat me bit by bit.

But then, I’d been struggling to believe that about myself. I still felt scared and vulnerable and unprepared for this life. Maybe that was why I’d been so reluctant for us to go and kill her. Maybe I’d been terrified that we would fail, and then once again I’d have everything ripped away from me.

Exhaling an unsteady breath, I licked my lips and reached for my glass. I forced myself to pay attention to everything as I took a sip. The lemonade was cold and sharp and not too sweet, but I could taste the honey in it, light and floral.

A dragonfly hovered above us before swooping towards the stream. The air was warm and fragrant, but cooler down in this shallow basin between gentle hills. Life teemed all around us, and for the first time since becoming king, I felt connected to it.

This was all a part of me now. Something for me to look after. But for once, that didn’t feel overwhelming. It was… humbling.

I didn’t want to see it tainted by terrible things like the Brid had done, chasing poor Folk through the trees to slaughter them for sport. I didn’t want to see the forest destroyed because I’d been refusing to accept the power I now had, which was making it try to spread too far, to take over, because I’d been refusing to let nature take its course by trying to keep Lonan here. Trying to stop what was meant to happen from happening.

I did have to accept it. I had to accept all of it. That my parents were gone. That my old mortal life was over. That Lonan would be king, and we would have to somehow find a way to be together despite the forest separating us. If he still wanted me.

Parts of it still felt so unfair. Parts of me still wanted to rebel and push back and stay angry about what had happened. But what would I gain? Nothing. What would I lose? Everything I had left.

So I had to try. I had to keep trying. I refused to lose anything else.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Lonan

The palace was even colder and more lifeless than I remembered it.

When I was younger, I’d found a gap in the palace’s back wall—a tiny gap between the stones, just wide enough for me to slip through if I shifted into a spider. It led into the kitchen, usually the busiest room in the entire place, but this time only a few staff were in there. One was peeling potatoes over the sink while two others sat at the table playing cards and drinking a bottle of cooking wine.

None of them spotted me as I crawled along the wall. I didn’t linger, but I caught some of their conversation before I slipped under the closed door.

“Why do I have to peel all these fucking potatoes for soup when she never even eats it?”

One of the fae at the table answered, “Because there’s only a little bit left in the pot, and do you really want to find out what happens if she calls down for a bowl and there isn’t enough? It doesn’t matter if she doesn’t eat it. We have to have it ready.”

“You could help, you know,” the fae at the sink snapped. “What if someone comes in and sees you two twiddling your thumbs?”

“We’re not twiddling our thumbs.” One of them lifted their hand of cards. “We’re gambling and getting drunk.”

“Who’s going to come in and see us anyway?” The other snorted. “Balor? He spends all his time lurking in the forest now, doing gods know what to the solitary Folk. Better them than us.”

“How about Bres, the mad drunk who can’t even hear us?” the first asked with amusement. “Maybe he’ll come in here and start smashing pots and pans together to prove he’s not deaf.”

“Or maybe Cethlen,” the other piped up. “Maybe the blind one will come in and see us slacking off.”

Their cackling laughter faded as I slipped under the kitchen door and made my way up the stairs to the main floor. The front hall was empty, though that wasn’t unusual, and the dining room was dark and looked like it hadn’t been used for a while.

The private wing of the palace was completely silent. I was tempted to go and see my room first, but instead I went in the opposite direction, towards the Carlin’s quarters.

She had powerful charms carved into the doorframe to prevent anyone from entering without her permission, but I was prepared to wait. She would have to leave her room at some point. She still had a queendom to rule, and she was too controlling to ever let anyone do it in her stead.

It was the middle of the night, so there were no other staff around, and I knew Cethlen usually retired at around ten-thirty—I had learned my brothers’ routines at a young age so I could avoid them as much as possible. Bres, apparently, ignored our mother completely now, so he would have no reason to come to this part of the palace. Balor would be out in the forest, and even if he wasn’t, it sounded like he had distanced himself from the Carlin anyway.

I scurried along the wall towards her door, prepared to wait just outside for as long as necessary, but stopped abruptly when I noticed the tiny gap behind the skirting board that lined the edge of the corridor. My spindly body slipped into it with ease, and when I found a crack between the unfinished stones, hidden by the wooden board in front, I followed it.

The Carlin’s rooms were even colder than the rest of the palace. I almost expected to see frost coating the walls when I emerged into a washroom. The pale walls and gleaming bathtub glimmered in the darkness like they were crusted with ice.

I saw candlelight flickering through the cracked-open door and headed that way, stopping on the threshold so my many eyes had time to take in the room.

She was in the bed. I went completely still, the tiny hairs all over my body responding to the sounds in the room. Her breaths were slow and steady. The candlelight obscured my vision, but I could see that she wasn’t moving aside from the rise and fall of her chest.

I waited a few minutes to be safe, then shifted into my true form and took silent steps deeper into the room.

Sloga was right. I had spent my whole life preparing for this moment. The Carlin had trained me for this moment. The familiar cold blanket of indifference settled over me as I stood and watched my mother sleep. I felt nothing as I looked at her. And I knew exactly what I was going to say when she woke.

“Cailleach Bheura Cruthachadh de Neoini.”

Her single eye flew open. Before she could move, I gave my first order.

“Do nothing except what I tell you to.”

Her lips thinned, bronze teeth flashing in her mouth, but she didn’t move an inch. She lay rigid in bed, staring up at the ceiling with seething fury.

“Stand up.”

She was climbing out of her bed a split second later, chest heaving with furious breaths as she stared at me. Her hands curled into shaking fists. Black blood dripped onto the cold stone floor as her talons bit into the meat of her palms.

We watched each other in silence for a long moment. Her pale blue nightdress hung loosely off her frame. She looked thinner. Older. Her white hair was wispy, and her empty eye socket appeared even more sunken. Just beneath her jutting collarbone, I could see a faint scar from the venom-coated arrow that Ash had shot into her chest.

Her cobalt eye flashed with a blend of fear and rage when I finally moved, pulling the dagger Ash had gifted me from its sheath on my belt. Her nostrils flared, breaths snarling out of her as I stepped closer. The dagger’s green-gold blade gleamed in the light when I flipped it and held out the black hilt.

“Take it,” I said quietly.

She was forced to obey, her bloody hand shooting up and long, taloned fingers curling around the hilt. When I let go of the blade, it trembled wildly in the air.

I stepped back several paces to protect my father’s clothes. The Carlin hadn’t moved, her hand still outstretched and quaking violently, causing candlelight to slide over the dagger’s blade.

I waited a long moment before speaking again to stretch out her fear, to make her truly feel it until she could feel nothing else. To make her feel just a fraction of what I had felt every time she appeared holding the whip she had used to torture me, her eye gleaming with malice.

“Cut out your heart.”

She inhaled sharply, just as her hand swung forcefully inward and plunged the dagger into her chest. A choked gasp escaped her when she tore it free and stabbed again, then twisted it until the trembling fingers of her other hand could wriggle underneath her split skin.

Her face turned grey, eye bulging from her head and mouth hanging open in a silent scream. Her thin arm shook with strain before a loud crack came from her chest. I swallowed back bile at the sight of her sternum poking out from under her skin.

Her breaths grew wet and choked as she snapped ribs in half so she could reach her heart. She swayed, her legs trembling, the front of her silk dress soaked with dark blood. It pooled around her bare feet.

She buried the dagger into the open cavern of her chest. Blood had coated her neck, splashed up onto her face. It drenched the dagger completely and began to drip from the hem of her long dress, the entire front of it now dark and wet.

When her other hand reached in past her snapped sternum, she finally fell to her knees. Our eyes met as her arm shook, before she violently ripped her heart out of her chest. Then she slumped to the side before collapsing onto her front and going still, the dagger clattering to the bloody floor, her blood-coated hand still clutching her heart, long talons piercing the muscle.

I exhaled slowly when she stopped moving, my own heart beating hard. But on my next breath, the air grew icy cold. It carried the taste of blood, but it felt like frost was coating my mouth, my throat, all the way down to my insides. I clutched my neck, trying to stop the sensation of icicles stabbing through my skin, and for a few seconds it felt like I was going to be frozen solid. Like my very organs and bones were turning to ice.

Then it stopped.

I looked down at myself, not sure what to expect. I looked the same.

But when I looked at the Carlin’s lifeless body, I finally felt my emotions returning. Cold, vindictive fury made me step closer to her corpse. My gaze fixed on the exposed nape of her neck, the ends of her white hair already weighed down by the blood soaking into it from the floor.

Being careful not to step in the growing pool around her so I didn’t get it on my father’s boots, I reached down and pressed my fingertips to the base of her skull.

I didn’t fully know what I was doing. I wasn’t thinking. Some other instinct was guiding me, one fuelled by the years of torment and abuse, by the memories of what she had done to Ash, by the knowledge of what she had done to my father, and to Sloga, and to all the Folk she had forced me to kill for her.

Her hand twitched around her heart.

“A belsmith too, Unseelie King?”

I looked up to see Ankou standing there, arms crossed and face hidden under his wide-brimmed hat. His cusith stood beside him, braided tail wagging as he looked up at his owner excitedly. When Ankou gave a tiny nod, the hound lunged forward to begin lapping up the Carlin’s blood.

“I was just about to take her,” Ankou said, nodding at the Carlin when her head lifted an inch off the ground. “Do you plan to keep her here like this? Neither dead nor alive? I wouldn’t blame you.”

I lifted my hand and stepped away to stand beside him as the Carlin slowly pushed herself up with trembling limbs. Her eye was swivelling madly in its socket, but it was no longer a bright blue, now milky and pale. Her skin was grey. Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly like a suffocating fish.

We both watched her in silence. She couldn’t stand, only got as far as keeping one hand pressed to the floor, resting heavily on her hip. The gaping hole of her chest didn’t rise and fall with any breaths. Ankou’s death hound lifted his head and snapped his teeth at her, muzzle coated in blood, before he slunk back to his master’s side. A low growl vibrated in his throat as he kept his hackles raised.

“Not for long,” I told Ankou, then stepped forward to crouch in front of the Carlin, the toes of my boots just an inch from the pool of blood that surrounded her. I nodded at the heart still clasped in her shaking hand and saw her eye dart to it.

“Eat it,” I said quietly.

Her face was already dead, but I still saw a tiny spark of terror flare in her pale eye as she lifted the heart to her mouth, still unable to disobey. I stood and stepped back to rejoin Ankou, and we watched in silence as she consumed her own heart, bit by bit, bronze teeth sinking into blood-soaked muscle. She choked with every bite.

Once the last mouthful was gone, I finally turned to Ankou.

“Now you can take her,” I told him.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Ash

Something woke me.

The room was still and dark as my eyes flew open, as I was ripped abruptly from sleep, seemingly by nothing.

Nothing moved, nothing happened, but it was like… a ripple in the air. And somehow, I instinctively knew that it was coming from far away. From the other side of the forest. From unseelie.

I was already scrambling out of bed, my heart pounding hard, when I felt a tingling sensation on my left shoulder. I tried to peer down at it, but the room was too dark for me to see clearly. Almost tripping over my own feet, I ran into the bathroom. The candles flared to life with a soft sound, illuminating the space.

I skidded to a stop in front of the sink and stared at my reflection in the mirror. The oath etched into my left shoulder—the one I’d made when I vowed to kill the Carlin—was fading before my eyes until it was just a pale cross like the one in the centre of my chest.

She’d died before I could fulfil it. She was dead.

The Carlin was dead.

My hands slipped off the sink as I stared at that faded mark. She was dead.

The person who had ordered my parents to be killed was dead. The person who’d abused and tormented Lonan for his entire life was dead.

The person who’d ripped me from my world and kept me trapped and chained me up and laughed and mocked me as I was slowly dying in freezing agony was dead.

Lonan was king.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Lonan

“She will remain like this in the afterlife,” Ankou told me before he and his cusith vanished, “if you don’t kill her again yourself. There will be no rest for her there. She will be a… moving husk. A rotting, animated corpse for eternity.”

“Good.”

Ankou turned to look at me. From beneath the shadowed brim of his hat, I saw the faint gleam of sharp white teeth as he grinned.

“Indeed.” He inclined his head a fraction, resting his hand on the neck of his hound. “Until we meet again, Unseelie King.”

The moment they disappeared, the Carlin’s body slumped back onto the floor and went still. I carefully stepped around the pool of blood and opened the door. This room was mine now, but I already knew I wouldn’t be moving into it. Perhaps I’d just leave her here to rot.

I closed the door softly behind me and made my way out of her quarters. The palace was still completely silent as I walked down the hallway towards my own bedroom, but I paused outside each of my brothers’ doors, listening intently.

Utter silence came from Balor’s room. It felt empty. From Cethlen’s, I could just about hear the deep breaths of sleep as well as the snores of his hound. Feverish mumbling came from behind Bres’ door, a single voice talking to itself in an unbroken stream.

I stepped into my dark bedroom, making sure to close the door silently behind me. There was only a single bright spot in here—the ball of orange seelie fire in its jar, still resting on my bedside table. I walked over to it, hand automatically lifting to clasp the warm acorn hanging from my neck.

Sinking onto the edge of my musty bed, I reached out and picked up the jar, cradling it between my hands. The warmth seeped into my fingers, so familiar that it made my shoulders sag in something close to relief. I closed my eyes and pictured the night Ash had given it to me. The first birthday presents I had ever received.

Letting out a slow breath, I opened my eyes and carefully set it back down.

Then I pulled a sheet of parchment and a fountain pen out of my bedside drawer, and began to write.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Ash

I was trying my best to stay calm.

What was happening over there? Was Lonan alright? Was he injured? How had the Carlin died?

I hadn’t even attempted to go back to sleep after being woken in the night. Everything had gone quiet after that. No more ripples in the air or strange feelings telling me something had happened.

After pacing the bedroom for a while, I’d gotten dressed and come down to the drachmsmith’s chamber to try and distract myself. I hadn’t left since.

Some guards had appeared an hour or so after my usual breakfast time, looking relieved to have found me. Jora had brought my breakfast down for me, and I’d picked at it while copying out potion recipes I wanted to attempt. Then Brahm had knocked on the door and nervously asked me if I would be attending my meetings today. The question had irritated me beyond belief, but since finding the Brid’s journal and my conversation with Fioda and Mol, I’d been trying my best to temper my anger. To not lash out and snap impatiently. I refused to treat anyone like she had.

I managed to calmly tell him no, but asked him to see if Morrin would be willing to come and speak with me later in the day. I hadn’t spoken to him since he’d told me about the noble Folk, and now I wanted to know what was happening in the forest. Now that Lonan was king, would I stop destroying everything? Would Orna right itself?

I’d found a recipe for ‘a brew to clear a troubled mind’, which seemed like the ideal thing to make. For a few hours, I was left alone as I selected the ingredients needed from the shelves and got busy grinding dried lavender, steeping skullcaps in strong alcohol and carefully laying out the delicate white petals of chamomile flowers close to the fire to dry. The soothing, repetitive tasks kept my brain busy, stopped it churning constantly over what was happening beyond my reach.

The moment the brew was bubbling over the fire, I sat down at the table and started copying out another potion to keep me distracted. Somehow, despite everything, I was actually feeling better. For the first time in a very long time, I was doing something for myself.

I frowned when a knock came at the door, but forced myself to calmly say, “Come in.”

Brahm opened the door and held it so that Jora could carry a tray inside. She set it down in the clear spot on the table. “Your lunch, King Ash.”

“Appreciate it, Jora.”

She quickly collected what remained of my breakfast, poured me a fresh cup of tea, then retreated. But Brahm lingered, hovering awkwardly by the door until I looked up and managed to give him a tiny smile.

“Was there something else, Brahm?”

“Yes, Luad.” He hesitated, then stepped closer and held something out. “This came for you.”

It was an envelope. I stood and took it, glancing at the plain wax seal on the back before flipping it over. And I stopped breathing.

The Luad was written on the front. I recognised the handwriting immediately, small and slanted and free of any loops or overly decorative swirls.

It was from Lonan.

The door clicked shut behind Brahm as I tore the envelope open hurriedly, dropping back down into my seat. And god, when I pulled out the single page, I could smell his winter smoke scent clinging to the paper. My pulse was rabbiting in my throat as I unfolded it carefully.

Ash,

She is dead.

I’m fine. I know you will be worrying.

I’m sorry for the way I left. I’m sorry for the cruel words I said. Please know that you are everything to me. I love you.

There is much to do here, and I don’t know when I will be able to leave. I know you are very busy, but perhaps you can come here for a short while when you get the chance. If you want to see me, that is.

If you or Nua or Gillie go into the forest, please be careful. Balor is out there still. By the time you get this, I will have already called the guards back to unseelie, but I don’t know if or when he will return.

I finally learned about my father. I want to tell you all of it.

I miss you.

Lonan

I sagged in my seat, a hoarse sob rising in my throat. I swallowed it back down, trying to stop myself from growing too emotional, and read over the words for a second time.

He was okay. That was all that mattered. He’d done it, and he was okay.

There were still a few more days until I could leave seelie. I tried not to let myself get angry about it—about the fact that I’d essentially been given a time-out by one of the Higher Spirits like a misbehaving toddler. I hadn’t behaved very well that day. To anyone.

And if I’d been able to run straight after Lonan, I didn’t even really know what I would’ve done. If I would have tried to stop him, damaging things irreparably between us.

I wouldn’t have been forced to spend days wallowing around the palace. I probably would have never gone to Brid’s rooms and found her journal.

Maybe it was for the best that I was stuck here for now. Already, my head was starting to feel clearer. I was determined to squash out that last little bit of the Brid still living inside me until there was nothing of her left.

Taking a deep, steadying breath, I set Lonan’s letter down and pulled a clean sheet of paper from the stack in front of me. I couldn’t leave yet, but I could write back to him.

Lonan,

I miss you too, so much, but I understand why you left. You have nothing to apologise for. I’m so sorry for the way I acted—the way I’ve been acting for a while now. I’m sorry for not listening to you, and I’m sorry for threatening to use your favour to trap you here. I feel so ashamed. Please know that I would never do anything like that. I wasn’t thinking clearly when I said it.

I’m sorry. I’m sorry for all of it.

I’m glad you learned about your dad. I can’t wait to hear about him. I’ll be with you as soon as I can, I promise. We’ll figure it out.

And I’m so, so glad that the Carlin can’t hurt you anymore. I’m glad she’s gone. Congratulations, Unseelie King.

I’ve learned some things too, about the Brid, and what happens when someone new becomes a monarch. If you feel yourself starting to change, please don’t let it change you.

Be careful. I love you.

Ash

After finding an envelope, I went and tracked down Brahm so he could get it delivered. He informed me that Morrin would be coming to the palace at sunset, so I retreated back to the drachmsmith chamber until then.

As soon as I’d sat back down, I picked up Lonan’s letter to read it again. This time, I focused on what he’d said about Balor, and that familiar hot rage started bubbling up inside me at the thought of him.

The person who’d killed my parents. The person who had tormented Lonan as a boy. The person who’d sliced off my arm.

Would he go back to unseelie once he heard that his mother was dead and Lonan was king? Surely he’d be furious when he found out—he’d been so sure that he would take the crown. But at least he couldn’t hurt Lonan anymore.

Unless he’d found some other way to kill the unseelie monarch. My stomach dropped at the thought. I didn’t know how Lonan had done it in the end, but I figured he’d used her name.

Maybe Balor had found something else. Maybe that was why he was spending so much time in the forest—he was tracking down a lead or attempting a perilous journey to retrieve a king-killer like I had.

Uneasy fear for Lonan flared, making my heart pound and my thoughts start to tumble over themselves, getting more and more frantic. I shoved out of my seat and hurried to the cauldron, forcing myself to take a calming breath as I ladled the brew into a cup.

It smelled sweet and flowery, and tasted slightly bitter from the lavender as I took a sip. But it seemed to help. Or maybe I was just getting better at controlling myself. Being in here alone, not surrounded by staff or guards or advisers, and doing something meaningful just for me seemed to be helping a lot too, just like Fioda and Mol had said it would. I was finally giving myself time to think, not throwing myself into too much at once and feeling overwhelmed by all of it.

I returned to the table and forced myself to sit there for a few quiet moments, doing nothing but drinking my tea. For now, I was stuck, so I had time to think. It may not have felt like something to be grateful for at first, but Fioda had given me the luxury of finally being able to think.

Lonan had achieved the impossible on his own. I had to believe that he would be fine, that he would be able to handle whatever came now the Carlin was dead. He could handle the unseelie Folk. He could handle Bres and Cethlen.

Balor was the wild card.

I finished my tea and picked up Lonan’s letter to read it again.

Balor was out in the forest somewhere. Something told me he wouldn’t go back to unseelie when he found out Lonan was king. He would be terrified of what it meant for him—what would happen to him now that the safety net of the Carlin was gone.

I was pretty sure he would be terrified of Lonan. He’d spent over twenty years abusing the person who was now the most powerful fae on unseelie. If he wasn’t terrified, he was a fool.

I set down the letter and stared absently at one of the many open books on the table, my mind turning that over. After a few moments, some of the words written on the page started jumping out at me. I blinked and focused on them.

Ointment to possess the all-seeing night eyes of the great bird of prey, the owl.

My mouth twitched. Owl eyes? Owls’ big round eyes had always creeped me out a little. I remembered a tawny owl living in the tree close to my bedroom window when I was a kid. I used to peek fearfully out from behind my curtains at night, as if I expected to see its solid-black eyes staring at me threateningly.

Then I snorted, lips stretching into an affectionate smile. Maybe it had been Lonan. I’d have to ask him.

I started getting up to pour myself more tea, but for some reason I stopped and looked back down at the recipe. Between the title and the list of ingredients were a few more lines of text written in the same neat, tiny handwriting.

For when one needs to see exceptionally well in the dark—to hunt, to escape, to stalk, to steal, to kill. Reader, the author does not judge your actions. I merely provide the means.

I sat back down and pulled the book closer, rereading the words.

For when one needs to see exceptionally well in the dark—to hunt.

To stalk.

To kill.

Lonan had managed to kill the Carlin without me, and knowing that she was gone meant some of the festering anger inside me had faded. The desire for retribution that I’d been carrying for months was no longer there. There was no point holding on to it. She was dead.

But the fae who had killed my parents was still alive.

Slowly, I picked up my pen and started copying out the recipe. With every word I wrote out, a calm sense of determination washed over me. The moment I was able to leave in just a few more days, I would be heading for unseelie to be with Lonan.

But I was going to spend some time in the forest first. To hunt.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Ash

“Good evening, Luad.” Morrin inclined his head as he entered the room, closing the door behind him. “You’re looking better than the last time we spoke.”

I almost smiled. Morrin certainly didn’t mince his words.

“I’m feeling a little better.” I nodded at the sofa opposite me. “Take a seat.”

Most of my meetings were usually held in the throne room, with me sitting in my big important seat and whoever had come to speak to me having to stand. It had always made me a little uncomfortable, but I’d done it because that was just the way things were done. And then I’d started getting too used to it, the thought of which was making me even more uncomfortable. So I’d asked Morrin to meet me in a small sitting room instead.

If he found it unusual, he didn’t say it. Morrin was the type to adapt in a split second and not question why something hadn’t gone to plan, which was probably what made him a very good spy.

“How’s the forest?” I asked, knowing he’d realise what I meant.

“Unchanged.” He settled on the sofa, crossing one long leg over the other. His thin fingers drummed against his knee. “But there has been chatter. One of my spies overheard an unseelie visiting the market. Apparently they have a new monarch.”

I nodded. “I know.”

Morrin watched me in silence for a moment before continuing. “All the unseelie guards have been called back.”

“I know.”

Another pause, before Morrin’s mouth twitched almost imperceptibly. “Have you summoned me to tell me that my services are no longer needed, Luad?”

For the first time in days, I laughed. “No. Sorry. I just got a letter from Lonan. He said he was calling them all back.”

“Ah.”

“So…” I shifted uncomfortably. “The forest hasn’t gotten better? Not even a little bit?”

“Not that we have noticed yet, Luad. But if your brother’s assumptions are correct yet again, it will begin to right itself now that the unseelie have a new monarch.”

“Okay.” I exhaled. “That’s good.”

“In terms of other updates for you, neither Prince Bres nor Prince Cethlen have been seen in the forest. Prince Balor has been spotted a few times.”

I sat up straight. “Do you know what he’s doing?”

“We haven’t seen him do much except lurk near seelie, but I strongly suggest summoning your snakes, Luad. They can get much closer than we can without detection. They are far more likely to go unnoticed and witness things we can’t.”

I almost groaned. Not the snakes again. Although, he was right. They might have seen some things the other spies hadn’t. I had to try.

“Morrin…” I hesitated. I’d been too proud to ask for help before. Too scared that it would make me seem incompetent, unfit to be king. But fuck it. “How exactly do I summon the snakes?”

He went still. His head cocked, and after a few seconds, he said, “I… don’t know, Luad.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “Seriously?”

“It is something the monarch does. I assume the knowledge of how is usually passed down from monarch to heir. It’s not something I’ve ever witnessed.”

Jesus Christ. So this was like everyone telling me to “shed my mortal skin” but not having a fucking clue how I was supposed to do it.

I sighed and scrubbed a hand over my face. “Alright. I guess I’ll have to figure it out.”

“Apologies, Luad.” He paused. “Perhaps just… call to them?”

I snorted. “Yeah. I’ll try it.”
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“Snakes.” I felt like a complete idiot as I stood alone at the edge of seelie. It was twilight, the sky a deepening purple and the forest already dark within. “Come to me.”

Nothing happened. I glanced around self-consciously, glad no one was witnessing this.

How the fuck did one summon snakes? From an entire forest? I didn’t even know how many snakes were out there, let alone which ones ‘worked’ for me.

But I had to try. They might have seen Balor—they might know what he was doing. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes because, for some reason, that seemed like an appropriate thing to do when summoning something. Then I held out my hands, like I was an old wizard in a kids’ movie.

“Snakes,” I called again, my face hot with embarrassment. “Come to me. Um, seelie snakes, I mean,” I added quickly, suddenly picturing a tidal wave of snakes barrelling down on me from all directions. “Only the seelie ones.”

I peeked one eye open and huffed in irritation. Still nothing.

Planting my feet firmer into the ground, I took a breath and closed my eyes again. Maybe if I visualised the snakes slithering out from between the trees. But when I tried, all I could picture was Gadleg. When you’d seen a snake the size of a building with golden fangs and jewel-green scales, it was kind of hard to picture anything else.

I got rid of that image quickly. I definitely did not want to summon Gadleg by mistake, not that I was under the impression the Higher Spirit would come just because I’d inadvertently called out to her.

Just picture snakes. Just… normal snakes. Small and brown and… the non-talking kind.

Although, maybe they could talk. I hadn’t figured out how I was going to learn what they’d seen yet. I had to tackle actually getting them here first.

I dropped my hands, because I felt kind of stupid keeping them outstretched like that when it clearly wasn’t doing anything. Opening my eyes, I sighed and rested my hands on my hips as I frowned at the forest.

“Look, I know I haven’t called you back yet, and maybe you’re pissed off because you don’t feel valued, but I just don’t know how to do it, okay? It’s not like the Brid taught me. And I… I really appreciate your hard work for the court, and I really want to know what you’ve seen, so… please? Just give me a break. I’m trying here.”

I felt even more stupid when I finally stopped talking, my face flushed. But then I heard the rustling of leaves. Something moved between the trees.

To my utter shock, a metre-long grass snake with brownish-green scales slithered out onto the grass. Then a small adder followed it, tongue flicking, red eyes fixed on me as it made its way closer. A second larger adder appeared behind it, this one with brownish-orange scales and a wider head.

I stared in disbelief. Okay, so… apparently, snakes were capable of holding grudges.

“Hi,” I said nervously, because all three snakes were steadily making their way towards me. “Um… I’m glad you’re here. Can you… talk?”

None of them spoke, which I guessed answered that.

The grass snake stopped by my feet while the two adders came to a halt further back. It gazed up at me with its beady eyes, its expression somehow… expectant. After a pause, I warily crouched down. “Um…”

I jumped violently when the snake’s head stretched up to rest on the back of my flesh-and-bone hand. Then it began to slither up my arm, its pale belly cool and smooth as it coiled around my wrist.

My heart lurched. I held perfectly still. Grass snakes didn’t have fangs or venom, and they rarely bit, but my dad had still taught me to leave them alone if I saw them in the garden. They could bite, and I wasn’t particularly keen to find out how that felt, especially from one this size.

Almost as if it could read my mind, the snake clamped its jaw around my inner forearm.

“Ow!” My arm jerked reflexively, but the snake just tightened around my wrist. I could feel its small teeth sinking into my skin, the sharp sting followed by a dull ache that spread up my arm to my shoulder.

Then I started seeing things. Not in front of my eyes, but… thoughts in my mind that weren’t mine. Memories of things I’d never experienced.

A white-haired fae with hard blue eyes lurking in the trees, watching seelie from afar. Sitting for hours, just staring. Watching. Waiting.

The grass snake gently unclamped its teeth and slithered off my arm. I blinked, then froze up in panic when I saw the larger of the two adders coming closer. Adders had fangs. And venom.

This was going to hurt.

I hissed when its fangs sank into my inner wrist, red eyes still staring up at me. More foreign memories flooded my brain.

Two unseelie princes on opposite sides. Black and white.

“No matter how badly we beat you and tormented you, no matter how often Mother shredded your back into ribbons, you would always drag your broken little body back up to continue on. That kind of tenacity is hard won, Lonan. You should be thanking us for shaping you into the man you are.”

“Thanking you?”

Lonan’s furious voice exploded in my brain, making me jump. The adder sank its fangs in deeper, showing me the forest around the blurry, pale form of Balor, his eyes two bright spots of blue. Through the snake’s eyes, he looked like a ghoul.

It was showing me where it had seen him. From my time living in Nua and Gillie’s sidhe, I knew the forest well. The formation of certain trees, the smell of certain plants, the tiny creeks and streams that meandered through the foliage. I didn’t know if it came from the snake, or my uncanny ability to navigate the woods, but I could work out roughly where it had seen him.

I exhaled in relief when the snake gently extracted its fangs and slithered back. But then the second adder started making its way closer.

I braced myself, wincing when it bit down, a horrible tingling sensation spreading through my limbs. Pain throbbed from the bites in my arm, but I forced myself to concentrate.

Balor’s sneering voice filled my head.

“I killed the dog’s parents and yet here I still am. I cut off his fucking arm and here I still am. I took you out of the air with a crossbow and here I am, opposite the most feared fae assassin alive, taunting him while he stands there and does nothing. You’re a joke, both of you. Two little boys who tried to play grown-up games and got scared when they became too real. It would be funny if it wasn’t so fucking sad.”

I was trembling with fury when the second adder slithered off my arm. I shook it out as I slowly rose to my feet, trying to ignore the throbbing pain.

“I appreciate you showing me,” I managed to get out, my voice tight with anger. One of the adders hissed before all three of the snakes turned and slithered their way back into the forest.

I was going to fucking destroy him.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Lonan

It was surreal to take my mother’s former seat at the dining table.

The staff didn’t seem to know how to react to the news that the Carlin was dead, but they hurried to fulfil my simple request for breakfast, seeming grateful for some semblance of familiarity.

Once only two places had been laid at the table, I told the nervous server fae, “Please inform my brother Cethlen that he has been summoned to the dining room. Word it exactly like that.”

He nodded quickly. “Yes, of course, Pri—King Lonan.”

After he left, I poured myself a cup of tea and took a sip, my eyes tight and dry from exhaustion. I hadn’t slept yet, but I wouldn’t be able to if I tried. My mind began to churn in the silence of the dining room, sifting through everything that had happened, trying to work out was to come now that Ash and I were kings on opposite sides of the forest.

I stiffened when the door opened. Cethlen’s red-eyed hellhound trotted in, tongue lolling out of its panting mouth. My brother stepped in behind it.

“Mother, are you feeling better?”

I cleared my mind of everything else as I set down my cup. I could only deal with one thing at a time, and it would be foolish to let myself get distracted. It was time to deal with one of my brothers.

“Good morning, Cethlen.”

He froze, head cocking. “Lonan?”

“Yes.”

His hands clenched into fists. “Are you sitting in… Why are you in Mother’s chair?”

“Mother is dead.” I had never been one for theatrics, but there was something deeply satisfying about seeing what little colour was in my brother’s pale face drain completely. “Take a seat. It’s time for breakfast.”

He didn’t move at first, breathing fast and shallow as he stood there, conflicted over what to do. None of my brothers were cowards. Balor was many things, but he certainly wasn’t a coward. Bres was frankly too stupid to be a coward. But while Cethlen was still sly and self-serving, he had always been a follower, not a leader.

It was somewhat fascinating to watch him weigh up his options in silence. I waited patiently, sipping my tea before sitting forward to pour him a cup.

Finally, he made his way to his usual seat—now to my right, from my new place at the head of the table—and licked his lips. “I presume congratulations are in order, little brother?”

“It would appear so, brother,” I said pleasantly. “It’s a shame the other two can’t join us. But I hear Bres isn’t feeling quite himself, and Balor is…”

“I can tell you what I know,” he jumped in quickly.

I didn’t answer, instead sliding his teacup closer. “I poured you some tea.”

“I—” Sweat beaded on Cethlen’s upper lip as he frantically tried to work out what game I was playing. “I appreciate it.”

He slowly reached for the cup, a slight tremor in his hand as he lifted it to his mouth and took a tiny, reluctant sip.

The door opened, making him jump violently. I’d never seen him so on edge. As the server fae set our bowls down in front of us, I said, “We’re having porridge. Your favourite, yes? Sweetened with honey and fruit.”

“Y-yes,” he said faintly, rigid in his seat.

I picked up my spoon. “Enjoy.”

He didn’t move, hands clenched on his lap. As I took my first mouthful, he blurted, “Bres has lost his mind. He can no longer hear any of us, but he still hears other sounds. He hardly leaves his room anymore. He just sits in there and gets drunk. I can hear him shouting to himself through the wall.”

“I’m aware,” I said calmly, eating my porridge.

Cethlen’s milky eyes darted as he desperately tried to think of a way to become useful to me. To protect his own skin. “Balor spends all his time in the forest. He stopped speaking to Mother, stopped speaking to any of us. She… she suspected he was trying to find a way to get rid of her.”

“Perhaps he was,” I said lightly.

“She tried using his name to keep him here,” he said quickly. “But it didn’t work. He must have found Ogma.”

“Yes, it would appear he did.”

“That was partly why she has kept her guards in the forest,” he blurted. “Searching for you, in case you ever left seelie, but also for him.”

“Ah.”

Cethlen’s mouth trembled. He took a quick breath. “I—I would give you my true name, Lonan.”

I froze, spoon raised halfway to my mouth. Lowering it, I sat back and watched him. “Why would you do that?”

“To prove that I am as loyal to you as I was to Mother,” he rushed out. “That I am willing to do what is needed for the family. For the court. I can be your ears, Lonan. I can help you navigate court politics and keep the unseelie in line, just as I did for Mother.”

I said nothing at first, still watching him. In some ways, I pitied him. We were all victims of the Carlin’s treatment of us. The other three weren’t abused in the same way I was, but they were still controlled completely by her and raised to believe that they were only of value as her sons if they were useful. We had all been conditioned to believe that was normal.

“I don’t want your true name, Cethlen.”

“Then… then let me prove it some other way. I can… I can go out and listen to what the Folk say when they find out that you are king. I can give you the names of those who speak badly of you. We can weed out the turncoats.”

“Ah. You mean kill anyone who dares to speak ill of me, like Mother did? I’m afraid I’m no longer in a position to fulfil the role of assassin for the court, Cethlen.”

He seemed to realise this wasn’t going the way he wanted, so he quickly changed tack. “Lonan, I understand there may be some… lingering resentment. Your childhood was… difficult, and Balor and Bres played a large part in that—”

“And you.”

“We are the two youngest,” he continued smoothly. “I was subjected to some brotherly teasing, just like you—”

“You consider what the three of you did to me teasing?” I asked, making sure to keep my voice calm as cold anger rose inside me.

“Balor and Bres were cruel.” He was still desperately trying to worm his way out of whatever punishment he thought was coming. Trying to convince me that he hadn’t been just as bad as them. “They took things too far—”

“Your porridge is getting cold, Cethlen.” I started eating again, no longer wanting to listen to him.

His face was damp with sweat, hand trembling as he finally felt for his spoon and picked it up. “Lonan—”

“After breakfast, I am going to escort you back to your room,” I interrupted. “I’m afraid you will be locked in there for now, just while I get my affairs in order. I’m sure you understand.”

“I can help,” he blurted. “I can… I can at least arrange Mother’s funeral, so that you don’t have to—”

“Mother has already been buried in an unmarked grave behind the palace. I’m surprised you didn’t hear the staff carrying her out of her rooms.”

His jaw clenched hard. After a few seconds of silence, he softened his voice to say, “I can tell you about your father, Lonan. About what she did to him. I can tell you many things I have heard over the years. Come now, surely you don’t think you can run this place on your own? Let me help you, brother.”

“I don’t need your help.” I drained the last of my tea and wiped my mouth with my napkin, then stood. “Time to go, Cethlen.”

“Let me—let me find out for you what Balor has been doing,” he blurted desperately as I gripped his shoulder and started leading him out of the room. His hellhound scrambled up from the floor to follow, tail wagging. “I can try and get him to trust me again—”

“I don’t really care what Balor has been doing.”

“If he truly was finding a way to kill Mother, perhaps he found it, which means he can kill you.”

“You’re right,” I said calmly as I led him through the palace’s private wing. “I suppose we will find out if and when he returns, won’t we?”

“Why leave it up to chance?” Cethlen cried, his face shiny with sweat. “Don’t you want to have a long and prosperous reign, Lonan? We can figure out how to get rid of Balor together.”

Instead of answering, I pushed him into his room and took the key from the inner door handle as his hellhound trotted in behind him. “It’s a shame you didn’t eat your breakfast. You will have meals delivered twice a day, starting tonight. We’ll speak again when I know what I’m going to do with you. Yes?”

“Lonan—”

I shut the door, cutting off his protests, and locked it before pocketing the key. I didn’t even bother with Bres’ room, instead making my way back downstairs and approaching the first member of palace staff I came across.

She looked frightened of me, but I supposed it would take a while for sentiment to change. If it ever did.

“Please send a message to both Idony in the village and Sloga the Higher Spirit,” I told her. “Ask them if they would be interested in visiting the palace.”
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“None of my friends can believe that I’m the king’s adviser.” Idony swung her legs over the armrest of Balor’s throne, munching on an apple. “My sister is unspeakably jealous.”

Sloga chuckled from his cushion on the floor. I had offered him a seat, but he said he preferred sitting on the ground. “You will be an excellent spokesperson for the Folk, Idony.”

“And the palace staff,” I added, shifting uncomfortably in my new throne. It was surreal to be sitting here.

“I know.” Idony kicked out her legs. “Lonan, can my first bit of advice be to send your guards back into the forest to hunt Balor down like a pack of rabid dogs?”

I smiled tightly. “I’m still not sure what to do about any of my brothers.”

“You will know when the time comes.” Sloga smiled at me. “There is no rush. They aren’t a threat to you.”

“Bres and Cethlen aren’t,” Idony piped up. “But Balor could be. We don’t know what he’s been doing out there. What he’s planning.”

“He was planning on killing the Carlin,” I said, shifting to try and get comfortable. Perhaps I’d get some furs draped over the throne so it wasn’t so hard and cold against my backside. “But I don’t know if he’s heard of something out there that will let him do it.”

“Balor is obsessed with only one thing.” Sloga looked at me solemnly. “And it isn’t killing the Carlin.”

I knew what he was telling me without saying it in front of Idony. Me. Balor was obsessed with me. Each time I had gone to the forest’s edge on unseelie, he had always managed to find me. He had been lurking there, waiting. Watching. Just like he had watched me and Ash before. He was sick.

Revulsion shuddered down my spine.

“Well anyway, the Folk are all very happy the Carlin is gone,” Idony told me. “But scared that their new monarch is the assassin who used to slaughter them in their beds at night.”

“Idony,” Sloga chastised in his rumbling voice.

“I’m not going to coddle him,” she protested. “Lonan knows how he is perceived by the Folk. I’d be a terrible adviser if I simply tried to placate him with soft words.”

“She’s right.” I scrubbed a hand over my eyes, thinking back to when Ash became seelie king—the speech he had made in front of his entire court. My stomach clenched with unease. “Though I’m not sure how I will assure them that things will be better now. I’m not… overly fond of the idea of giving a great speech.”

“Show them through actions, not words,” Sloga said. “It won’t take long for them to see that you are not like the Carlin.”

I nodded, absently chewing on my lip. “Yes.”

“The Carlin didn’t overly affect our day-to-day lives anyway,” Idony pointed out. “Aside from… well, you know. The constant threat of sudden murder lurking. But Sloga is right. They’ll see soon enough, Lonan. They know it was your mother who sent you out to kill them. They may not have known that you were forced to kill against your will, but they know she was the perpetrator. Not you.”

Honestly, the unseelie Folk’s perception of me was the least of my worries. I couldn’t stop thinking about Ash. Was he alright? Had he received my letter yet? Had he somehow sensed it when I became king?

Perhaps he was still angry with me for leaving. It had been several days, and he hadn’t come after me. Not that I’d done it wanting him to, but… his absence was like a blade in my chest, twisting with every new minute of complete silence from him.

Perhaps he had screwed my letter up or thrown it straight into the fire. Perhaps he hadn’t even read it. I wouldn’t blame him. I had said hurtful things and then left without even telling him goodbye.

Perhaps, like the Carlin, I was seeing the consequences of my choices.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Ash

On the evening of the seventh day, I got myself ready.

I’d already said goodbye to Nua and Gillie. They knew I would be leaving the moment I could, I just hadn’t told them what I planned to do before heading to unseelie.

I packed a bag with some food and water, a change of clothes and as many arrows as I could fit. With my dagger on my belt and my bow on my back, I went down to the drachmsmith chamber to collect the potion I had made in preparation.

It glowed a toxic, luminous orange in its tiny vial. I’d tested it the night before, having horrifying visions of it eating away at my eyeballs like acid when I dripped the liquid into them. But it had worked—maybe worked a little too well. Everything had become way too bright, and I’d had to extinguish all the lanterns in the drachmsmith chamber and sit in the dark until it stopped feeling like I was greening out.

Now, I tucked the tiny vial into my pocket and turned to leave. When I reached the front hall, the two guards posted at the doors hurried to open them for me.

“Would you like an escort, Luad?”

“No need. I’m just going hunting.”

They exchanged a look. One of them cautiously said, “It is quite late, Luad—”

“I’ll be fine.”

The great doors closed behind me, and I made my way down the living steps. The moon was already high, and its light bathed the empty field at the edge of seelie land when I made it to the forest.

I was calm as I set down my pack and transferred as many arrows as would fit into my quiver. As I fished the tiny vial out of my pocket, I looked into the dark forest. My fae eyes let me see well in the dark, but some parts of the forest were almost impenetrable at night. From what the snakes had shown me, Balor tended to skulk far away from the centre of the woods where the majority of the solitary Folk lived.

Tipping my head back, I dropped the liquid into my eyes and blinked rapidly. My vision blurred, but before I even had time to lower my chin, the moon grew blindingly bright. I hissed and snapped my head back down, reflexively rubbing my eyes.

When I looked at the forest again, it was like a spotlight was flooding the entire thing. The tiniest pricks of moonlight piercing the canopy were suddenly bright enough for me to see everything clearly. My gaze zeroed in on the base of a tree as the leaves there twitched and rustled. Something small scampered out from under the foliage and ran.

I briefly grasped Lonan’s favour in my fist. I’d be back with him soon.

Nothing happened when I stepped forward into the trees. I wasn’t thrown back out onto seelie land. I stopped for a few seconds, scanning the forest in front of me, a little disconcerted by just how well I could see every tiny thing.

I didn’t care how long it took me. I was going to find Balor. And I was going to kill him.

So I started walking.
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It took a few hours for me to find him.

I had made my way methodically along the treeline enclosing seelie land, moving further and further away from the centre of the forest, my steps light and careful, my eyes scanning between the trees.

For a while, I’d felt something stalking me, but it had seemed more curious than predatory. When I’d turned, bright orange eyes had been peering down at me from a tree. Something dark had surrounded them, too dark for me to see clearly, even with the potion—like a mass of thick black hair, tendrils creeping down and wrapping around the tree trunk. But it had left me alone, so I’d ignored it. I didn’t let myself get distracted, not even when my legs began to ache and my mouth grew dry with thirst.

I hadn’t been able to help Lonan with much else, but I could help him with this. I could get rid of at least one of the people who had caused him so much pain.

And caused me so much pain too.

I wondered if this was how Lonan had felt when his mother sent him out to slaughter Folk. I wasn’t excited or vibrating with adrenaline. I wasn’t nervous or scared. Surprisingly, I wasn’t even filled with the murderous urge to get revenge for Lonan, my parents, myself. It was more like… determined resignation. It needed to be done, so I was going to do it.

Balor needed to be removed from this world, for all the pain he had caused, and to stop him from inflicting any more. He gave back nothing but suffering. He was a stain that needed to be scrubbed from existence.

Lonan had been forced to kill enough people in his life. If I could take one more off his hands, I would.

It was impossible to stay completely silent as I walked, but I kept my footsteps light and irregular to help them blend into the ambience of the forest. I was good at this. I’d hunted the Carlin’s guards for months. So when, after hours of quiet, I heard a faint sound just ahead, I went completely still and listened intently.

After several long seconds of nothing, there was another tiny sound, like a foot shifting minutely over dead leaves. Crouching low behind a tree, I placed a hand on the trunk to steady myself and peered around it.

My pulse leapt. It was him.

He was standing a short distance from the treeline, but still close enough to see a fair amount of seelie land. And he was just… standing there. Unmoving. Staring at seelie.

I watched him, unease crawling over my skin. It was creepy as hell. What was he looking at? It was just an empty field beyond the trees.

I remembered what the snakes had shown me—those conversations with Lonan, both of the ones he’d told me about. If he’d managed to find Lonan from the forest, that meant he’d just been watching, waiting to see if he spotted him. Hoping Lonan would come close enough so he could.

He was standing there like a statue, just waiting for Lonan.

Shivers raced down my spine. There was something seriously wrong with him. He’d made his feelings towards Lonan clear, and he’d all but told Lonan outright that he had watched us together in the cottage, which still made me feel ill.

But this was total, unwavering obsession. This was dangerous.

This scared me.

A sound from further away in the forest behind me made me tense. Balor’s head whipped to the side, and for a split second I thought he had seen me—it looked like he was staring directly at me. But then I realised that his eyes were unfocused. He was listening, trying to work out what he’d heard.

His gaze grew unhinged. He muttered, “He’s here.”

Then he was taking off—directly towards me. I held my breath, hand creeping down to the dagger at my hip. I wouldn’t have time to grab my bow and notch an arrow, not without him seeing the movement from the corner of his eye.

But he raced right past me, too focused on what he believed was Lonan. Completely, totally focused on reaching him.

I gritted my teeth, straightening and turning to watch him run through the trees. It had taken me too long to find him. I wasn’t going to let him escape now.

I took off after him, trying to stay as quiet as possible without losing sight of him. But he was so single-minded that he didn’t seem to hear me anyway.

“Where is he?” he muttered through clenched teeth, then stopped so abruptly that I barely had time to skid to a halt and plaster myself against a tree as his head swung back in my direction, eyes like hard chips of ice as they scanned the forest.

There was silence for a long moment, before I heard him quietly say, “Lonan?”

I held my breath, trying to figure out what to do. I wasn’t sure I was good enough with my dagger to hit him if I flung it, and I wouldn’t have time to find it on the forest floor if I missed. He’d hear the creak of my bowstring if I notched an arrow and drew it. He was standing right there, so close and still, but he looked like a wild animal. Like the slightest sound would make him bolt. I had to do this carefully.

His hair was a dishevelled mess. His clothes looked filthy, like he had slept out here. There was an unsettling gleam in his eyes, pale brows drawn as he stared hard into the darkness.

When he saw no other movement, he turned back to seelie.

“I heard him,” he muttered to himself.

He took off again, slower this time, picking his way through the trees.

“He’s here somewhere.”

As I followed, I contemplated drawing my bow. Giving him a clean, quick death where he wouldn’t even know it’d happened—he’d just be gone, walking with Ankou to the afterlife in the next moment.

But he didn’t deserve that. Now that I could see his sharp, wretched face, now that I was witnessing him still unapologetically trying to get what he wanted, after everything he’d done to me, to Lonan, to my parents, my quiet determination to see this through to the end was being drowned out by rage. But not the Brid’s brand of bloodthirsty, conniving rage. This was all mine.

He stopped again between two trees, his long, thin fingers twitching by his sides as he muttered to himself. “He’s waiting for me.”

My teeth ground together in pure fury. He thought Lonan wanted him in return? Or more likely, he knew he didn’t, but just didn’t care. He’d had over twenty years of manipulating Lonan, tormenting him, battering him emotionally to make Lonan believe that he was nothing more than a “trained dog”.

The anger propelled me forward. I lunged for him, tackling him to the forest floor, not giving him time to react as he landed on his stomach with a pained thud and a shocked yell before I was ferociously yanking him onto his back and punching him square in the face.

He fought back wildly, pale eyes widening as he lifted his hands and shoved at me, clawed at my skin, his body bucking beneath me to try and throw me off. I punched him again, feeling cartilage get crushed under my fist. Blood gushed from his nose, staining his teeth dark as he bared them at me and wrapped his hands around my neck.

“Fucking dog,” he seethed, grinning rabidly as I clawed frantically at his fingers. His arms shook with the effort, but eventually I was able to tear his hands away from my throat despite the panic making my pulse race. I had to remember that I was stronger than him.

I punched him in the throat, making him choke as his breath wheezed out of him painfully. Panic flitted over his features, but before I could wrap my hands around his neck, I saw a flash of silver from the corner of my eye and felt his sword embed into the wood of my branch arm.

There was pain. Some kind of weird, disjointed pain, but it distracted me enough to rear back and reach frantically for the sword. He yanked it free and jabbed at my side, cutting through my shirt and glancing over my waist. Real pain bloomed that time, and wet heat tickled my skin as blood dripped down to my hip.

As I was ripping the sword from his hand and flinging it away, his knee came up between my legs with force. I gasped in agony, bile rising in my throat as the pain radiated into my stomach and down my legs. Balor’s hands fisted the front of my shirt and shoved me back, getting his legs out from under me so he could nail my injured side with his boot. My vision whited out briefly from the stab of pain, but I clawed at his legs as he tried to scramble up, an arm reaching out desperately for his sword.

Fumbling with my dagger, I managed to stab him in the thigh. His breath wheezed out of him, but he didn’t let it slow him down, seeming to barely register the pain as he kicked me in the stomach and crawled out from under me.

Hands shaking with pain and adrenaline, I scrambled to my feet and reached for my bow, trying not to double over from the agony in my stomach. Just as Balor scooped up his sword, I released an arrow that drove into the back of his right shoulder—the hand he favoured. The memory of seeing him swing his silver sword down and lop off my arm was seared into my brain.

A weak cry of shock tore from his throat as he stumbled forward from the force, but he took off between the trees, his sword hanging limply from his injured arm. I quickly nocked another arrow and loosed it, but my hands weren’t as steady as they could be. It glanced off his ear, and he stumbled and hissed in pain, but kept running, limping, with my dagger still sticking out of his thigh.

I took off after him.

My blood was pumping hot now as I chased him, my enhanced vision letting me track him with ease as he crashed through the forest. A part of me actually relished it, something dark and fae and fuelled by anger. I was glad that his last moments would be spent running for his life.

The arrow was still sticking out the back of his shoulder. When it knocked against a low-hanging branch, he cried out in agony and his sword slipped from his limp hand. Without missing a step, I scooped it up as I continued chasing him.

Pure fury was fuelling me now, and this time, I let it take me.

“Maybe I’ll cut off your arm before I kill you,” I snarled. “And a leg.”

I heard him let out a panting laugh. “You think you have the balls to do it? I saw the horror in your face when you killed that broon for the Brid. You’re weak. Pathetic.”

My teeth clenched with rage.

“You rolled over and exposed your belly like a submissive pup and let us do whatever we wanted with you,” he snarled, voice breathless. “You really think you can handle this life, little boy?”

My anger got the better of me. Pumping my legs faster, ignoring the dull, aching throb coursing through my body, I began to close the distance between us as I fumbled to sling my bow over my back so I could grip Balor’s sword with both hands. As I neared him, I lifted it over my head, a burst of murderous fury propelling me forward the last few feet.

Silver flashed as the blade swung down. Balor gasped as his arm thudded to the forest floor. He tripped, his stump jerking as he tried to break his fall before his face smashed into the base of a tree.

An animalistic moan of pain rose from his throat as he lay there, struggling with his one remaining arm to lift himself back up. I used my boot to roll him over and saw the blood pumping from his crushed nose, staining his teeth as he stared up at me with crazed eyes. His white hair began to turn dark and wet from a deep gash on his forehead. My dagger had jammed deeper into his thigh from the fall, and now his leg was trembling wildly, completely useless as he tried to stand up.

When he realised he couldn’t, his hectic breaths snarling out of him, his stump flicking blood as he jerked it in an attempt to fend me off, he bared his teeth at me.

“He is mine. Remember that, dog. Even when I am dead, he will always be mine.”

“You lost.” I lifted the sword up, the blade pointed directly over his chest. “The Carlin is dead. Lonan is king.”

Balor’s blue eyes flickered madly, his nostrils flaring as his expression flitted from shock to rage to fear.

“Wait,” he gasped, blue eyes growing wide with terror in his bloody face. “I can tell you about your parents’ final moments—”

I plunged Balor’s sword into his chest, impaling him to the earth. He choked, blood spraying from his mouth. His remaining hand rose weakly, trembling as it wrapped around the blade and tried to tug it free, blood seeping out from between his fingers.

With a low moan, he gave up, letting his arm flop back onto the ground. His breath hitched, wet and gurgling. “You t-took him from me.”

“He was never yours,” I shouted. “You took everything from me. Fuck you.”

Blood poured from his chest and the stump of his missing arm, soaking the forest floor. His eyes stayed locked with mine before they drooped heavily and drifted to the side, to something I couldn’t see, as he went limp.

The silence pressed against my eardrums. My heart was pounding hard as I stared down at him, breathing fast and trembling with adrenaline. For a full minute I stood there unmoving, like I needed to convince myself that he was truly dead, even though I could see that his chest wasn’t rising and falling. His eyes had become flat and were fixed on nothing.

But I still needed to be sure that he could never, ever come back. After retrieving my dagger from his thigh, I wrapping my trembling fingers around the hilt of his sword and tugged. It slid free from his chest with a wet sound.

Slowly, I lifted it and positioned the blade over his neck. My gorge rose. I swallowed back bile, trying not to think about what I was about to do.

Then I closed my eyes, and swung the sword back down with all my might.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

Lonan

For the hundredth time, I reread Ash’s letter.

I miss you too, so much.

I’m sorry for all of it.

I’ll be with you as soon as I can, I promise. We’ll figure it out.

I’m glad she’s gone. Congratulations, Unseelie King.

Please don’t let it change you.

I love you.

The paper was crinkled from how often I had clutched it, rereading his words, letting them comfort me. I missed him so much. All I wanted was to have him here with me.

I understood better now why he hadn’t wanted me to leave seelie. I didn’t want to do any of this without him.

The last few days had been filled with meetings that were thankfully brief, but they never seemed to stop coming. The palace’s head cook, the chief spy, the royal treasurer, the head of the guards. I’d had the Carlin’s seamstress promptly removed from the palace. They had been somewhat close, and I’d never trusted her.

I despised being around so many people, but luckily Idony was willing and eager to take charge of what she could. Sloga had affectionately warned me that she could be quite bossy, but I didn’t mind it. Not at all. She told all the palace staff to come to her with any concerns or queries. She intercepted the Folk from the village who arrived to shower me with gifts in hopes of appeasing me. She found a new royal tailor for me—a large, quiet fae with a bushy red beard whose shop on the outskirts of the village had been failing because that prick, Caom, had spread rumours about the quality of his work.

I had taken to wearing my old black clothes again, my father’s neatly folded and stored away. But I had already asked my new tailor to make me some things that resembled them. Things made from something other than black cloth. I felt less like I needed to hide in the shadows now that my mother was gone. I didn’t want to hide in the shadows anymore.

I felt truly free, for the first time in my life.

Ash had said in his letter that he’d found out something about how the power affected a new monarch. He’d implored me to fight it if I felt it changing me. There had been a few moments when it had felt like ice was settling into my bones, trying to make me cold and hard and unforgiving, but the Carlin had taught me well how to shove back all of my emotions and not let them cloud my judgement.

I used that ability now to stop the power from making me like her. I drowned out that insidious coldness by letting myself feel in a way I never had before. I didn’t try to push down my emotions until I went numb or they manifested in damaging ways. I let myself feel all of it. Happiness as Sloga told me stories of my father. Grief as I mourned the fact that I never got to know him. Desperate longing as I lay in bed at night thinking of Ash.

My mind felt healthier. Overwhelmed at times, but healthier. For the first time, I was looking forward to the future.

Ash was right. We would figure it out together.

Sloga had returned to his sidhe the night before, saying he wanted to gather some things of my father’s for me to keep. I hadn’t had the strength to protest, even though I didn’t want to take his most cherished possessions from him. I was desperate to have more pieces of Faulis. To feel close to him in the only way I could for now.

To my horror, Ash’s severed arm had still been hanging in the throne room. A morbid, gruesome trophy of the Carlin’s brief victory over the seelie king. When Sloga had arrived the morning I sent him and Idony a message, he had carefully removed it from its post and laid it in a fur-lined box. I didn’t want to keep it, but my father’s ring was still sitting on one of the fingers, and they stilled curled into a fist when I tried to remove it, like they were unwilling to let it go.

I hoped seeing it wouldn’t cause Ash too much distress, but I suspected he would be the only one who could take the ring off. That, or I cut off the finger, but the thought of doing so was horrifying.

Raised voices from the entrance to the throne room made me lift my head, finally tearing my gaze from Ash’s letter. Idony was arguing with the head of staff, a tall, thin fae with greying hair pulled tightly back into a long plait.

She was tough and ruthlessly efficient. I had decided to keep her employed during my first meeting with her, when she had lifted her sharp chin in defiance and bluntly told me, “My staff are good and quiet and will stay out of your way. There is no reason for that to change. Treat us with a bit more respect than the Carlin and I daresay things will run even smoother around here.”

I appreciated anyone who didn’t automatically fear me. Her ability to feel fear had probably been destroyed by working for my mother for so long, and I wasn’t going to punish her for that.

“I know you said to speak to you about any issues,” Golra snapped at Idony, flinging her arm in my direction. “But the king is sitting right there, and I wish to speak with him myself. If I stand here and tell you, he’ll bloody well hear it anyway.”

I cleared my throat and called, “It’s fine. Come in, Golra.”

She shot Idony a triumphant look and smoothed down the front of her tunic, making her way towards me. “Appreciate it, King Lonan.”

As she stopped in front of me, I felt something ripple through the air. Something that made my hand tighten around the letter still clasped in it as I sat up straighter and went still.

It was like the pressure had changed on unseelie. Like something… foreign had stepped onto it. I frowned, trying to focus on the sensation, looking distractedly at Golra when she started talking.

“What would you like us to do with Cethlen’s hellhound, king?”

The mention of my brother’s name snapped my full attention to her as the strange sensation faded. She was pointing back at the doors, and I could see a young fae standing in the front hall, holding the merrily panting dog in his arms.

It had felt cruel to keep the hound locked up in that bedroom with my brother, so I had asked the guards to retrieve it. Now though, as I stared at the little dog, I realised I had no idea what to do with it.

“Can I take him?” Idony asked eagerly, stepping closer to stroke a hand over the dog’s white fur.

I blinked at her. “You want him?”

“Yes.” She cooed at the dog, scratching under his chin. “He can come with me when I forage. And Sloga would love to have a little pup snuffling around his sidhe.”

My mouth twitched into a tiny smile. “If you want him, Idony, you can have him. Treat him well. He couldn’t help who his owner was.”

She shot me a glare as she carefully extracted the dog from the other fae’s arms. “Of course I’ll treat him well.”

“Well, that solves that,” Golra said flatly, then turned back to face me. “Prince Cethlen is still shouting that he wants to speak with you.”

“Ignore him.”

“And Bres has yet to come out of his room. But he did request several more bottles of whisky.” She paused. “By request, I mean that he screamed it through the door when he heard one of the staff sweeping in the hallway.”

I waved a hand. “That’s fine. Let him drink himself into a stupor.”

“Balor’s room remains empty.”

I tensed. “Yes. He hasn’t returned from the forest yet.”

“Let’s hope he never does,” she muttered under her breath, then lifted her chin. “Is there anything else I can help with, King?”

Before I could answer, that strange feeling from before suddenly returned in a rush. Like a splinter under my skin—a gnawing sensation that something that didn’t quite belong was nearby.

“No, Golra,” I said distractedly. “I appreciate your help.”

She gave a curt nod and turned to leave. As she was walking out of the throne room, I saw the doors at the other end of the front hall open. A guard ran inside, and kept running until he was standing in front of me.

“King Lonan.” He was a little out of breath as he dipped into a brief bow. When he straightened, I saw his silver eyes flashing with unease beneath his helmet.

“Yes?” I tried to focus on him, but that sensation was getting stronger. My pulse was quickening and I didn’t know why.

Then the guard spoke. “The seelie king is here.”

My breath caught as I went completely still. Then I was shooting up out of my throne.

“Where?” I asked, voice barely above a whisper.

The guard shifted on his feet, glancing back over his shoulder. “At the doors. He’s just outside.”

I exhaled in a rush. Idony was smirking at me from the throne room door, but it was affectionate.

“Everyone out,” she called, kissing the top of the hellhound’s head as she carried him towards the dining room. “Let us leave the two kings to… liaise in private.”

“What would you like us to do, King Lonan?” the guard in front of me asked warily.

I resisted the urge to smooth down my shirt, my hands already clammy and trembling with nervous anticipation. “Let him in.”


Chapter Forty

Ash

With every step I took through the forest and across unseelie land, the weighty cloth sack banging against my leg had made me feel faintly ill.

But the moment the guards heaved open the palace doors, and I saw Lonan standing rigid in front of his throne across the cavernous space that still separated us, I forgot all about the gruesome souvenir I had brought.

The cold air in the empty front hall made my skin prickle. At first, I couldn’t move as the doors closed behind me, leaving us in silence.

Then I was striding forwards in a desperate rush, the back of my throat aching.

Lonan’s dark eyes flashed. He started walking closer, his steps growing quicker and quicker, and then my face was buried against his neck as I threw my arms around him painfully tight.

“Lonan,” I whispered, my voice hitching. When I felt the warmth of the acorn at his throat seeping into my skin, I let out a choked sound and tried to get even closer.

His long fingers threaded through my hair as he went lax against me, a long sigh leaving him.

“Ash.” He pressed a soft kiss to the sensitive tip of my ear, making me shudder. “Are you alright?”

I nodded quickly, squeezing my eyes shut as I breathed in his scent. “I’m fine. I missed you.”

He gently urged my head up so he could look at me. His throat bobbed, black eyes tight with yearning as they roamed over my face before dipping to my mouth.

“I missed you too,” he said hoarsely, cupping my nape and pressing our foreheads together.

God. My eyes fluttered shut with pleasure at the feel of his long fingers sifting through my hair. His nose brushed my cheek, and all I wanted, more than anything, was to feel the cool softness of his skin under my lips, to breathe in his scent of winter smoke. My throat ached with the force of it. My eyes filled with hot tears. My fingers curled into his shirt of their own volition and clung.

“I missed you too,” Lonan repeated, his breaths unsteady against my cheek. He turned his head just a little, until I felt the whisper of his mouth brushing over mine. “I missed you too.”

I parted my lips to speak, but then his mouth was on mine, hot and urgent, already opening to plunge his tongue inside. A plaintive sound escaped me as I kissed him back. My heart was hammering and my hands were shaking as I burrowed them under his shirt to touch his bare skin.

It felt like he’d been gone for weeks. Months. We couldn’t stop kissing. Lonan’s mouth was feverish against mine, all the pent-up emotion pouring out as he shuddered against me.

“Ash.” He sounded as drugged as I felt as he spoke between more frantic kisses. “I didn’t want to leave you.” He broke the kiss, breathing fast, to trail his lips over my jaw and down to my neck. “I didn’t want to leave you.”

“I know,” I whispered, pressure building behind my closed eyes. “I’m sorry.”

He wrapped his arms around my neck and pressed a gentle kiss to my pulse point, sagging against me. His body was loose, like all the tension he’d carried for years had drained out of him.

“I’m sorry too,” he murmured, sounding almost drowsy with relief.

I understood the feeling. It was like everything was finally right. Like for the first time in over a year, I could breathe.

“You don’t need to be.” I couldn’t let go of him. My body refused. “I’m so glad you’re okay.” Reluctantly, I took a tiny step back so I could cup his face. “Are you? Okay?”

The smile he gave me was one of Lonan’s rare, wide grins. God, I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d seen it.

“Yes.” He kissed me again, firm and quick. “I’m alright. I have many things to tell you.”

I smiled back. “I have things to tell you too.”

“But first, let me take care of you.” He stepped back and looked me over. I flushed, rubbing a hand through my wild curls. I was filthy and dishevelled, but at least he couldn’t see the healing injury on my side. It had closed over already, but it was still tender, and I had discarded my ruined shirt—sliced open from Balor’s blade and coated in both his blood and mine—and put on a fresh one. I still looked tired and bedraggled, and god, all I wanted was for Lonan to make me feel better, but he was king now. I knew the responsibility he had. I couldn’t demand he drop everything just to look after me.

I almost buried myself back against him, but instead forced myself to say, “You must be busy. I can wait—”

“No. None of that matters,” he said, but he sounded a little distracted, and my stomach jolted when I saw his dark eyes locked on the sack hanging from my hip. “Ash… what is that?”

I looked down quickly. Blood had seeped through the thick cloth before drying, turning the bottom of the sack dark and crusty. I knew Lonan would be able to identify it immediately.

Suddenly, I was doubting my decision to bring it with me.

I licked my lips, mouth dry with nerves. “It’s Balor.”

Lonan’s eyes widened as they snapped up to my face. “What?”

“It’s Balor’s head,” I told him anxiously, then rushed out, “You don’t have to look at it. I just… I didn’t want to leave it with… the rest of him. Just to be sure he was really gone.”

Lonan was still staring at me in shock. “You killed Balor?”

“Yes. Fioda kept me on seelie for seven days, and I left the moment I could to come here. But… I found him first.”

His gaze dropped back down to the bag. “Where was he?”

“At the edge of seelie. Waiting for you.”

Lonan grimaced, his mouth twisting with revulsion before his expression smoothed out into the blank mask I remembered well. Voice soft, he said, “Let me see it.”

“Are you sure?” I asked nervously. “I could just… bury it. Or make a fire and—”

“I’m sure.”

I nodded and fumbled with the sack, untying it from my belt. After glancing up at Lonan again to check he hadn’t changed his mind, I loosened the drawstring and held it out to him.

To my surprise, he reached into the bag instead of just peering inside. Balor’s face was frozen in a ghoulish death mask when Lonan pulled the head out by its white, blood-streaked hair.

He held it aloft between us, his face still emotionless as he stared at it in silence for a long time.

Then he dropped it unceremoniously back into the bag. “We’ll burn it.”

“Okay.” I was still nervous that I’d made a mistake, so as I hurriedly tightened the drawstring again, I said, “I’m sorry if… Should I not have?”

Lonan cupped my chin in a rush and kissed me hard. “Thank you,” he murmured. “I know you did it for your parents, but… thank you.”

“I did it for you too.”

He gave me one more kiss before turning to reach for a long rectangular box resting on the floor beside his throne. “I have something for you too.”

“What about Cethlen and Bres?” I couldn’t help but ask as I watched him lay the box across the armrests of his throne. “Where are they?”

“In their rooms. Cethlen is locked in. Bres is always too drunk to find the door. There’s something wrong with him.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“We will talk about it later. I’ll tell you everything.” Lonan stepped aside and gestured at the box, his face grave as he looked at me. “Your arm.”

“My—” I stopped and stared at the box. “My… arm is in there? She still had it?”

“Yes.” Lonan’s voice was tight. “I didn’t want to do anything without knowing what you wanted. And…” He looked down at the box. “My father’s ring is still on your finger. I want you to have it. But I think you’re the only one who can take it off.”

“What do you mean?” Hesitantly, I stepped forward and lifted the lid.

It was grotesque to see my arm resting there, as alive and strong as it had been the day it was cut off. Months ago. And on the middle finger was Lonan’s ring—old and tarnished, all those tiny animals twisting together to form the band.

“I can’t take it off,” Lonan said. “It won’t let me. Look.”

He reached down and gently touched the hand. I jumped as the fingers instantly curled up into a tight fist. There was something uniquely horrifying about seeing my own severed arm moving as if it was still attached to me.

“God, this is… really fucked up.” I scrubbed a hand over my face, then gestured at the sack now resting on the floor. “It’s like we’re… exchanging body parts as gruesome wedding gifts to each other.”

“Yes,” Lonan agreed, his voice quiet. “It is fucked up. But once this is done, I will make sure that you are never exposed to so much death again, Ash. You’ve seen enough.”

“So have you.”

Lonan’s shoulders rose in a brief shrug. “It’s a part of me. More than I realised before.”

I tore my gaze from my arm to look at him. “What do you mean?”

He shook his head. “Later. Take your ring. Please.”

I didn’t really want to touch the arm, but I wanted the ring back. When I tentatively touched the hand, it stayed relaxed.

I shuddered. “How is it still warm?”

“Whatever the Carlin made Belial anoint it with has kept it truly alive.” Lonan hesitated. “What do you want to do with it?”

“Maybe… I guess burn it? But not in the same fire as Balor.” I looked up at him. “Wait. If it’s still alive, will I… feel it if we burn it?”

“I could ask Belial if he can remove whatever he doused it with. So that it… dies naturally.”

My gorge rose, but I nodded. “Okay. Let’s do that.”

Moving carefully, I slipped the ring off the hand’s middle finger. It twitched, before all five fingers suddenly curled in a rush, trying to hold on to my thumb. I managed to yank my hand free in time and stumbled back in horror.

“I don’t want to look at it anymore.” I clutched the ring in my fist, heart pounding.

Lonan snapped the lid shut and moved the box onto the floor. Then he kicked the cloth sack so that Balor’s head rolled to the other side of the throne before moving towards me.

“May I see it?” His fingers curled gently around my clenched fist.

I relaxed my hand to show him the ring. Lonan smiled—a smile I’d never seen from him before. Happy but tinged with grief. And hope.

Without a word, he slipped it onto my middle finger, then raised my hand to his mouth to kiss my knuckles.

He looked up at me, still smiling. “It looks good on you, Oak King.”


Chapter Forty-One

Ash

“Your room is nice,” I said as I emerged from the bathroom.

I was feeling uncharacteristically shy, having never been here in Lonan’s private space before, so I kept my towel wrapped tightly around my waist as I went to sit with him in front of the fireplace.

Lonan grinned at me as I sat down, raking his fingers through his wet hair. He’d wanted us to bathe together, but I’d insisted on going after him because I was filthy from my time in the forest. Some of Balor’s blood had splashed onto my skin, and even though I’d scrubbed it off in a stream on my way here, I didn’t want Lonan bathing in the remnants.

“Probably too cold for you though, seelie.”

I laughed, gesturing at the fireplace, which was lit with blue-white unseelie flames that didn’t burn as hot as seelie fire. “Not with the fire lit. Besides, I think I acclimatised to unseelie weather while I was here. The cooler summer weather, anyway,” I added. “Not all the snow.”

“Maybe we could spend summers here and winters there.”

I looked over at him quickly. “Is that what you want to do?”

We hadn’t talked about how this was going to work yet. He’d told me about the Carlin’s death. I’d told him about Balor’s. And I’d cried when I’d relayed what I found in the Brid’s room, apologising again and again for the way I’d been acting, until Lonan had pulled me against his chest and held me tight.

The smile dropped from his face as he looked back at me. “I don’t know.”

Then he sighed, lowering his gaze as he reached over and fiddled with the ring on my finger. “That wouldn’t work anyway. You need to be there for the Mild Months, and I need to be here for the Bitter Months. That’s just the way of it, Oak King.”

I swallowed, threading my fingers through his. “We’ll figure it out.”

He squeezed my hand, then released it to reach for the tray on the table that held the remnants of our dinner. “Yes. We will. Are you still hungry? More tea?”

“More tea, please.”

I watched him as he poured it out. He looked calm and relaxed. It reminded me of the nights we’d spent together in the cottage, talking quietly for hours, eating and drinking together before falling into bed. But even then, there’d still been an air of tension always around him. A part of himself that he’d kept locked away tight, even from me.

He seemed different now. In a good way. The best way.

Even though we’d already eaten, Lonan stuffed a handful of dried fruits and nuts into his mouth after handing me my tea. I couldn’t help but grin as I watched him.

He glanced my way, then reached over to tuck a wet curl behind my ear. “Why are you smiling?” he asked, but he was smiling too.

“I’m just happy.”

I set my cup down and shifted round on the sofa so I could tuck my toes under his thigh. To my dismay, Lonan had redressed after his bath so he could answer the door to accept our meal. Now that I was clean and full, and all the unpleasant things we’d needed to tell each other had been said, a different kind of need was tightening my belly.

But I could wait. This quiet calm with him, just being near him, was something I needed too.

Lonan’s long fingers cupped one of my calves, sifting lightly through the hair on my leg. “How long can you stay?”

“As long as you want me here.” I sighed and rested my temple against the back of the sofa, admitting, “It’s nice to be away from it.”

“You have been working very hard.” He went quiet, then softly said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t as supportive as I should have been.”

“You were, Lonan. It wasn’t an external thing that was making it more difficult than it should’ve been.”

He nodded, blue-white flames dancing in his black eyes as he gazed over at me solemnly. “How are you feeling now?”

“Better. I’ve been spending time in the drachmsmith chamber, finally.” I smiled at him. “It felt good to do something just for myself. It sounds corny, but…” I flushed and looked down, picking at the edge of my towel. “It’s like I’m finding out who I am now. I know I’ve been full fae for a while, but before, when I was in the forest, I was just… angry. So angry.”

“You had every reason to be.”

“I know.” I managed a wan smile as I looked back up at him. “But my mortal side is gone. I’m not the same person anymore. I just have to make sure I don’t become someone I don’t want to be.”

“You’re the same person.” Lonan leaned over to kiss my knee. “You’re still my Ash.”

I smiled, then shivered as his fingertips danced over the sensitive skin at the back of my knee. My cock twitched, coming to life as he trailed them higher, up my thigh until they slipped under the edge of my towel.

My breath caught in my throat. “Lonan…”

He shifted around on the sofa, gently parting my legs until his hips could fit between them. His hooded eyes grew heavier as he rested a hand on my bare chest, leaning down to kiss me.

“My oak king,” he murmured, before trailing his lips down to my neck.

My fingers curled into the front of his loose shirt, eyes sliding shut as my head tipped back against the armrest. When I felt his tongue against my skin, I shuddered and let my knees fall open wider, the knot in the towel starting to come loose.

Lonan’s long fingers splayed over my abdomen as he swirled his tongue around a nipple. He shifted back, hand trailing lower to rub my cock through the towel as his tongue dipped into my navel, making my belly clench.

A rush of cool air made me shiver as he tugged on the towel so it fell open. But he was already kissing his way down the length of my hard dick, nuzzling briefly at my sac before pressing another kiss to my inner thigh.

I shivered again, reaching down to thread my fingers through his damp hair. “L-Lonan.”

Long fingers curled around my shaft to tilt it up. My hips twitched when he enveloped the head of my cock in a slow, wet kiss.

“Lonan,” I repeated, my breaths growing shallow. I couldn’t tear my eyes away as he swirled his tongue around the tip, before sinking his mouth lower and starting to suck.

A hoarse moan left me, fingers shifting restlessly in his hair as his head began to bob, slowly and steadily. The sounds of his mouth on me, sucking me, made my whole body tighten. I tried to keep my hips still, but when he took more until his nose brushed my pubic mound and his throat constricted around me, they strained up as a choked moan tore from my throat.

“F-fuck,” I panted, trying not to thrust into his mouth when he started bobbing his head again. He moaned around me, tongue soft and slick as it ran along the underside of my shaft.

He fisted the wet base of my dick to stroke in time with his mouth. Stark pleasure made my thighs twitch as my head fell back against the armrest, moans escaping me with every panting breath. Lonan’s free hand roamed, skimming down my thigh, curling around my hip, sliding over my stomach before reaching between my legs to cup my balls, squeezing them gently.

“Oh fuck,” I gasped, shifting restlessly as they lifted in his hold, the urge to come tightening my lower back, making my stomach clench, my dick stiffening even more in his mouth.

Lonan moaned, but before the orgasm could hit, he was sucking up and off my cock to give the head a soft lick. I shuddered, squirming, fingers tightening in his hair as I fought the urge to guide him back down. My hips strained up so my cockhead bumped against his mouth, but then Lonan was rising up over me and crushing his lips to mine, breathing hard.

The kiss was messy and feverish as we panted into each other’s mouths, tongues thrusting with no finesse, just fierce desperation. My hands trembled as I burrowed them between us and under the tails of his shirt to fumble with the lacing on his trousers. Lonan’s cock felt painfully stiff when I reached in to grab it. He shuddered at the touch, moaning into my mouth and kissing me even harder.

I pulled it free and trailed my fingertips over the wet head. God, I wanted to taste him, but I couldn’t stop kissing him, so I used my grip to urge his hips closer until I could pin our shafts together.

Lonan groaned, finally breaking the kiss to look down between our bodies. I followed his gaze, but the tails of his shirt covered us, showing only the motion of my hand as I stroked us together. His hand shot down a second later to hold his shirt out of the way, another hoarse groan escaping him when he saw the length of his cock pressed tightly to mine.

“Ash,” he panted, then crushed his mouth back to mine, tongue thrusting aggressively. Below, his hips began to rock, sliding his cock against mine within the tight ring of my fingers.

His next moan was tinged with desperation. He broke the kiss to bury his face in my neck, breathing hard against my skin as he started moving faster and faster.

I grinned against his shoulder. He’d always loved doing this. I could feel how much it was affecting him, my fingers getting wet with pre-cum every time my fist reached our cockheads. I was already on the brink of coming, but I forced it back so I could savour the feel of him on top of me, against me, his winter smoke scent surrounding me and the faint warmth of him seeping into my skin.

Lonan stiffened. His limbs began to tremble. He panted out my name in an unsteady voice before I felt his cock begin to flex against mine, throbbing as it spurted lines of cum over my stomach. A strained groan tore from him, hips pressing forward hard before they jerked with sensitivity as he sagged on top of me.

God, I was so close, my whole body shaking with the need to come and my cock pulsing insistently against my lower stomach, but I uncurled my fingers to dip them lower and stroke his tight sac. He shuddered, breathing hard into my neck before propping himself up on his arms to gaze down at me.

I slid my hands up his sides under his shirt, lifting my head to meet him halfway when he leaned down to kiss me. It was soft and slow, his tongue gliding languidly against mine and making my cock twitch against my belly.

As if he sensed it, he broke the kiss to look down between us. I clenched my hands around the towel under my hips when he sat back on his heels, fingers trailing down my tense stomach to stroke lightly over my throbbing cock.

The feather-light touch was enough to make me shudder with pleasure, hips lifting to try and increase the pressure. But Lonan moved his hands lower to skim over my inner thighs, teasing the sensitive skin there. I shivered, biting down on the inside of my cheek to stop myself from begging.

It didn’t work. Five seconds later, I pleaded, “Lonan…”

He grinned, eyes still hooded with arousal. I whimpered in protest when he climbed off the sofa and tugged me to my feet. My legs were unsteady, and my cock bucked in the air before he curled his fingers around it, then used the gentle grip to lead me over to the bed.

Oh fuck. That made my dick grow even harder, and I knew a single stroke would send me over the edge. Just the unmoving ring of his fingers was getting me there, sweet pressure welling and making my knees almost buckle. But before I could spontaneously come, he let go as we reached the bed.

Without even waiting for an order, I scrambled onto it and lay back, breathing fast as I watched Lonan unbutton his shirt before shoving down his trousers, his cock still half hard. My eyes locked onto it as my tongue darted out to wet my lips. I wanted him in my mouth. I wanted to feel him get fully stiff again against my tongue, to hear him try to hold back his desperate moans as I licked every inch of him.

But he was already climbing up to straddle my hips, shucking his shirt at the same time. My hands shot down to clutch his thighs, hips moving beneath him to slide my cock against his taint and sac. I was so close, the unfulfilled need making my skin prickle with sweat and my chest heave.

Lonan leaned down to kiss me as he reached towards the bedside table. I let my hands roam over every inch of him I could find as our tongues glided together. Along his thighs, around his hips and up his back, then down to splay my fingers over his ass and squeeze.

He moaned into my mouth, cock twitching against my belly, then gave me one final kiss before sitting up. My throat bobbed when I saw the bottle of oil in his hand. I couldn’t speak as he poured some into his palm and shifted so he could stroke my cock from base to tip until it was slick and gleaming.

I swallowed again when he reached back and let out a soft moan as he got himself ready with his coated fingers. I wasn’t going to last. There was no way.

Lonan shifted to straddle my waist. My hips jerked when he reached back again and I felt his fingers curl around my shaft to tilt it up. Soft, slick pressure against the tip of my cock made me grit my teeth as I tried desperately not to come straight away.

A choked sound left me when, a long moment later, Lonan relaxed enough for the head to pop inside in a rush. He gasped, steadying himself by placing both hands on my chest. My thighs were quaking with the urge to thrust, but I held myself completely still as he gave himself a few moments to adjust.

Then he was sinking lower and rising back up to take all of me in short, smooth thrusts until my cock was fully seated inside him. I was shaking, my dick feeling like it was about to explode as it was surrounded by smooth heat.

The last bit of tension left Lonan. He sighed in pleasure, eyes heavy as he gazed at me and rose up, only to sink back down. I gasped, head tipping back on the pillow and my fingers clenching hard on his flexing thighs. I couldn’t look at him. I’d come if I looked at him, if I saw the pleasure he was feeling painted across his beautiful face, if I watched his lean body moving over mine, taking me inside him.

“Ash.” His voice was low and throaty, growing breathless as he started moving faster. A helpless moan left me, and I couldn’t stop myself from looking at him. I had to watch him.

The moment my gaze locked with his, my hips bucked off the bed, thrusting up into him. Lonan grunted, breaths fast and shallow as he rode my dick with increasing desperation, his brows pinching in pleasured anguish.

My gaze snapped down when he reached for his cock, now stiff and leaking. He started stroking it fast. I couldn’t look away, even as I felt the orgasm barrelling down on me with speed, and this time, I couldn’t stop it.

“F-fuck,” I choked, then cried out when it hit. My hips strained up to keep my cock buried deep inside him as it flexed with each spurt of cum. Lonan planted his hands above my shoulders to lean over me, letting out a breathless groan. I could feel him watching me even though my eyes squeezed shut as I came, and when it ended, cool fingers traced over my cheek.

I went boneless, my eyes heavy when I finally managed to open them. A long sigh left me as I smoothed my hands up Lonan’s thighs and lifted my head to blink blearily down between us.

When I saw he was still hard, I flushed. “Sorry.”

He chuckled, dipping down to kiss me. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I want to make you come,” I murmured against his lips, and felt him grin.

“You did.”

“I want to do it again.” I broke the kiss and grasped his hips, urging him to move higher. His eyes flared with heat as he shifted up until he was straddling my chest. Giving his cock a loose stroke, he leaned forward against the headboard and tilted it down to my mouth.

I arched my neck to reach him, and we both moaned when my tongue curled around the dripping head. Lonan released his cock to cup the back of my head, supporting my neck, so I fisted his length and fed more of it into my mouth.

My branch hand reached between his legs, briefly cupping his balls before trailing further back until I could sink two fingers smoothly inside him. Lonan gasped, a shudder rolling through his frame. His hips started to rock in tiny thrusts, fingers tightening on my scalp. When I moaned around him, his thrusts sped up and grew erratic.

“Ash,” he panted, clenching around my fingers. He started moaning with every breath, getting louder and louder until a hoarse shout tore from him.

The taste of him flooded my tongue as he shook wildly above me, hand clenched in my hair to hold me in place until he stopped coming. His hips jerked, sliding his cock over my tongue, making him shudder until the tension left him. He gentled his grip on my hair, letting my head rest on the pillow as he moved back on trembling legs until he was straddling my hips again.

Then his tongue was in my mouth as he kissed me with a ragged, satiated groan. I wrapped my arms around him tight, plastering him to my front. My dick was hard again, already eager for more, and I knew he felt it when he broke the kiss to grin down at me.

I grinned back, sliding my hands down to his ass. “Again?”

He laughed, lifting his hips so I could reach between us and tilt my cock up. I sighed with pleasure as I sank back inside him.

“Yes. Again.” Lonan gave me a deep kiss, then trailed more along my cheek until he could nuzzle the sensitive, pointed tip of my ear. “And again.”


Chapter Forty-Two

Ash

The unseelie palace was completely silent at night.

On seelie, there was always some noise whatever the time. The murmur of guards talking, doors opening and closing as staff moved around the palace late at night or early in the morning. Sometimes, with the window open in the bedroom, I could even hear faint sounds coming from the town nearby. Folk shouting and laughing as they left the tavern or sat in their gardens sharing meals, making the most of the Mild Months.

Here, there was nothing but silence. Not even the rustle of trees outside. The unseelie palace sat alone at the top of its hill, nothing green around it except for a strip of grass that edged the steep drop on all sides.

I decided I didn’t mind it. It was peaceful, like the cottage. And even though the fire was burning low now, I was warm thanks to Lonan draping himself on top of me, his head on my chest.

The sky was just beginning to lighten, but we were still awake, both of us now too tired and drained to move. I stared drowsily up at the ceiling, my fingers sifting through Lonan’s hair as he traced patterns on my belly.

I felt his mouth open with a huge yawn, before he sighed and went completely lax on top of me.

“If only you knew how often I used to lie in this bed and picture us doing exactly what we just repeatedly did.”

I chuckled. “I used to do the same in the cottage. Even when I thought you hated me.” Sheepishly, I admitted, “The moment we got back from that dinner here, when we argued on the way to the cottage? I, um, jerked off as soon as I got inside.”

I felt him smile. “I know.”

“What?” My head popped up. “How did you—” Realisation hit, and heat crept into my cheeks. “Oh shit. I told the wolf, didn’t I? Fuck. That’s embarrassing.”

“Not embarrassing.” Lonan’s voice had grown huskier. “But I was shocked.”

I burst out laughing as he lifted his head to grin at me. “Were you scandalised?”

“No. Not scandalised.” His eyes darkened as they dropped to my mouth. “Terrified of what it might have meant. And… hopeful. Possibly for the first time in my life.”

I swallowed, voice thick when I said, “I love you.”

“I love you too.” He propped himself on an elbow and raised his hand to trace my lower lip. “You’re the only one I have ever wanted, Ash.”

My throat closed up. I reached up to tuck his messy hair behind his ear, then cupped his cheek. “You’re the only one I want too.”

“When my life was nothing but…” He stopped and shook his head, then gave me a fragile smile as his fingertips moved over my skin, tracing something onto my chest. “You gave me something to cling to that I didn’t even have a name for. You didn’t even know I existed, but… you made me want more. Something for myself.”

“I wish you’d talked to me back then,” I whispered. “I wish you’d shown yourself to me like all the others did.”

He shook his head again. “I was a scared, lonely child who didn’t really know how to speak to anyone, let alone another boy my age.”

That made me want to cry. Mouth trembling, I whispered, “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He lowered himself back down, resting his head on my chest again. “I survived it. I’m here.”

“Yes,” I whispered, and lifted my head to press a kiss to his hair, but went still when I saw his back. “Did you… get a tattoo?”

“What?” Lonan’s head popped up. He frowned at me in confusion.

Shifting upright, I gestured at him. “There’s something on your back.”

Still frowning, he sat up and peered over his shoulder, then went still when he saw it too. He repeated, “What?”

“Turn around.”

He did, sweeping his hair forward over one shoulder so I could see. I stared in disbelief at the tiny black feathers inked into his skin, spanning across his shoulder blades and down either side of his spine.

“They’re feathers,” I told him in shock. “They… they kind of look like… wings.”

He peered back at me with a frown. “How many are there?”

“Lots.” I traced over one. “Hundreds. Do you think they’re like the vows on my skin? But then why would they all suddenly appear at once? Have you made any vows since becoming king?”

“No.” Lonan went quiet as he mulled it over. After a few moments, he stiffened, and I saw realisation dawning on his face before he turned away.

“They’re deaths,” he said softly.

I went still, my fingertips pressed to his skin. “What do you mean?”

“Every life I’ve taken. I’ve been marked with them.” His shoulders heaved with a resigned sigh. “It’s only fair. I should remember all of them.”

“It wasn’t your fault.” I gazed at them in silence before something caught my eye. “Wait. There’s one gold one.”

Lonan peered back again. “Gold one?”

I nodded, tracing over the single gold feather on his right shoulder blade. “Here. A gold one. What do you think that means?”

He shifted back around to face me, his mind visibly churning as he stared at nothing, deep in thought. Then, to my surprise, his mouth slowly tilted up into a smile.

He reached out and rested his hand on the centre of my chest, over my heart. “I know what it means.”

When he didn’t elaborate, I chuckled, covering his hand with mine. “Are you going to tell me?”

“It’s you.”

I froze. “Me?”

He nodded, still smiling.

“But… how?”

“The night you… When the Carlin brought you here that night.” The smile dropped from his face as he looked down. “That’s what Sloga told me. I… played a part in you coming back.”

I stared at him. “Y-you mean… when I died?”

He flinched. “Yes.”

In a horrible rush, I remembered that night. The cold seeping into my bones, feeling like it was freezing them solid. Then those horrible last minutes of overwhelming heat as my body began to shut down. Lonan sobbing against me, his hand on my chest one of the last things I felt.

Swallowing, I lifted his hand to my mouth and kissed his palm. “Thank you.”

He shook his head sharply. “Don’t thank me for it.”

“You helped bring me back. Of course I’m going to thank you for it.” Wanting to wipe the sad memories away, I smiled and said, “So the gold feather is a life you’ve brought back.”

“Yes. I think so.”

When Lonan had told me about killing the Carlin, I hadn’t really considered the full implications of his belsmith abilities. He could bring creatures back to life—true life, not just to a horrible, undead state like he had with the Carlin. Not that I wasn’t viciously pleased that she would spend eternity as a rotting zombie.

My breath caught and my chest tightened unbearably when a thought popped into my head and refused to leave.

Lonan could bring people back to life.

“Can you… bring mortals back?” I whispered unsteadily, still clutching his hand.

Lonan’s dark eyes were sorrowful as he looked at me. Tugging his hand free, he cupped my cheek.

“They’ve been gone too long, Ash. I’ve already asked Sloga if it would be possible. I’m sorry.”

Mouth trembling, I nodded quickly and looked down. “Okay. Yeah, that… that makes sense.”

“I’m sorry,” he repeated hoarsely. “I would do anything to bring your parents back—”

“You don’t need to apologise.” I shook my head, scrubbing roughly at my eyes when they began to water. “I just… I had to ask.”

Shifting closer, he wrapped his arms around my neck and hugged me tight, pressing a kiss just beneath my earlobe. I squeezed him back, clutching at him, feeling the rough scars of his childhood under my fingers.

We both had to move on. Our lives were together now, with the people we had left. My dad and Mags would want me to be happy. They wouldn’t want me to wallow in the past, letting myself get angry and bitter again.

Pulling back, I kissed Lonan and slid my hands up his back, over the feathers now decorating his skin. “Maybe there’ll be more gold feathers there one day.”

His mouth curved into a tiny smile as he urged me to lie back down so we were facing each other, our heads resting on the same pillow. “I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will,” I whispered, reaching over to fiddle with the acorn hanging from his neck. Nervously, I licked my lips, wondering if what I was about to say would make him wary—would remind him of the awful things I’d said before he left seelie. “I know what I want my favour to be.”

Lonan just smiled, gaze dropping to the feather pendant. “Oh?”

“Yes. I just… I want to keep the pendant.”

His gaze lifted to meet mine. “The pendant will vanish when you get your favour.”

“No, I mean that’s the favour I want. I want it to be the pendant. So I can keep it.”

After a pause, Lonan chuckled and palmed my cheek. “You could just keep it if you never asked for the favour.”

I shook my head. “No. I don’t want the favour. I don’t… I don’t want you to worry that I might one day use it to make you do something you didn’t want to.”

His eyes softened. “Ash, I know you wouldn’t. We both said ugly things that day. And you weren’t yourself.”

“That’s not an excuse. I’ll never forgive myself for it.” I took a breath and clutched the pendant in my fist. “Please. That’s all I want. The pendant.”

Lonan watched me in silence for a long moment, then slowly nodded. “Alright.”

Nothing happened. Warily, I opened my fist and pulled the pendant away from my neck so I could just about see it. “Um, how do we actually do it?”

“It’s done.”

My brows rose in surprise. “Oh. Okay. Just like that?”

Lonan laughed, shifting closer to nuzzle my cheek. “What did you expect to happen?”

I went pink. “I guess just… I don’t know. Like a… magical feeling or something?”

He snorted, pressing a soft kiss to my cheek before moving his head back to smirk at me. “My offer to teach you how to be fae still stands.”

I grinned back, sliding my hand over his hip. “How hands-on are the lessons?”

“Extremely,” he told me solemnly. “Would you believe me if I told you that you must be naked during the lessons to truly learn how to become fae? Being at one with the wild and all that.”

I burst out laughing, leaning in to kiss him. “No, but I’d do it anyway. And look.” I rolled onto my back and gestured at myself. “I’m naked right now. Time for my first lesson?”

Lonan stretched with a little grunt, then shifted closer to rest his head on my chest. “I have nothing left in me. It’ll have to be tomorrow.”

I grinned, wrapping my arms around him as I finally closed my eyes. “Okay. Tomorrow.”


Chapter Forty-Three

Lonan

“Sloga should be coming back to the palace today,” I told Ash as we left my bedroom the following morning. “I want you to meet him properly. And then perhaps we can tell you about my father.”

“Yes, please.” Ash threaded his fingers through mine as we walked down the hallway, then cautiously asked, “Sloga… You mean the big deer-headed fae? The Higher Spirit?”

“Yes. He knew my father better than anyone.”

“Oh.” Ash sounded a little confused, but didn’t question it. Instead, he softly asked, “What was your dad’s name?”

I smiled, rubbing my thumb over the back of his ring. “Faulis. Hopefully Sloga will bring some of his sketches with him so I can show you. I look just like him.”

Ash smiled over at me, but it was tinged with poorly masked grief. “I used to look just like my dad too.”

“You still do.”

His eyes flared with weak hope as I glanced at him. “Yeah? Even though I’m all… you know, fae-looking now?”

“You still look the same to me.” I squeezed his hand, realising that I hadn’t truly acknowledged just how much change Ash had been forced to deal with in such a short span of time.

Not just losing his parents, his whole life, and getting through the trauma my mother had inflicted on him, but feeling like he’d lost who he was when he’d shed his mortal skin. Having to navigate a new world—one that was crueller, in some ways, than his old one—in a body that was suddenly different.

And then, just a few short months later, having who he was change yet again. Taking on such an enormous weight of responsibility when he hadn’t truly had time to process everything that had happened to him.

To me, the transition to monarch felt right, even though I had vehemently denied to myself that I wanted it. The power I now possessed felt natural, comfortable, like there had always been a space inside me waiting to be filled by it. And I’d had time to process the fact that I would become king.

Ash hadn’t. Ash hadn’t known it would happen. He’d barely had time to find his place in this world before he’d been thrust into one of its most prominent roles.

He’d been struggling in silence, trying so hard to make it work, to do what was right, and I had been so consumed by my own sense of discontent that I hadn’t really noticed what was happening to him.

I’d let myself forget about how much he had lost. How much he had been through. I’d started growing resentful of his desperation to keep me there with him, but now I could see so clearly why he hadn’t wanted me to go. Why he hadn’t wanted everything to change yet again.

Throat closing up with guilt, I stopped and turned to face him. Cupping his cheek, I quietly said, “You’re the same. You’re the same boy I have loved for most of my life. Headstrong and passionate and hot-tempered—”

He flushed, rubbing his cheek.

“—and unwilling to give up, no matter how much it seems like everything is against you.” I stepped closer to kiss him. “You’re the same, Ash.”

“Thank you,” he whispered unsteadily.

I kissed him again before stepping back, squeezing his hand as we started walking again. “And because you are the same, I know that you must be hungry by now. Poor Jora probably doesn’t know what to do with herself while you’re gone.”

He snorted. “As if she lives her life only wanting to wait on me. She’s probably grateful for the break. I hope she’s enjoying it.”

“How are Nua and Gillie?”

“They’re okay. They, um, they’ve been worried about me.” He flushed. “But now that I’m starting to feel better, they’re relieved. Nua said he’d handle things while I’m gone.”

I lifted his hand to my mouth and kissed his knuckles. “It will get easier, Ash. I have less work to do here—the Carlin did many terrible things, but she ran her queendom well so she didn’t have to think about it much. You are having to unpick centuries’ worth of terrible decisions made by the Brid. It takes time, but you’re doing it.” Heat crept into my cheeks, so I looked down to watch our boots walking side by side as I added, “I’m very proud of you, you know. And your parents would be too. I saw how much they loved you.”

I’d been bitterly jealous of it as a child, but there was no need to tell him that. Reflexively, I rubbed my thumb over Faulis’ ring on Ash’s finger again.

I’d had a parent who loved me, he just hadn’t been given the chance to show me. But I could finally feel it, especially when Sloga was near. Like a part of Faulis was still with him.

I hoped he was. For Sloga’s sake.

“Thank you.” Ash sounded a little shy. When he looked over at me with a grin, his cheeks were flushed. “I still want those fae lessons, though. The naked ones.”

My mouth curled up into a sly smile. “We’ll start tonight then.”

“But after breakfast, I’ll, um, stay out of your way,” he said sheepishly. “You must be really busy—”

“Fuck that.” My lip curled with disdain at the thought. After a moment of silence, Ash burst out laughing. Smiling, I looked over at him. “What?”

“It’s just funny hearing you talk like a mortal.”

I chuckled, cocking my head. “Well, it’s not like—”

A door was abruptly flung open up ahead, cutting me off. When I realised whose door it was, I tensed and instinctively dragged Ash behind me.

Bres stumbled out of his room, dishevelled and wild-eyed and barely able to stand. An amber glass bottle was still clutched in one fist, and I could smell the reek of alcohol on him from here.

It was my first time seeing him since I’d returned, but he didn’t even seem to notice me. His bloodshot eyes were glazed, but fixed over my shoulder. On Ash.

“Fucking… bastard seelie scum,” he slurred with pure fury. His bronze teeth were dull as he bared them. “I can hear you. I can fucking hear you.”

“What?” Ash muttered, sounding perplexed. I felt him tense against my back as Bres started stumbling towards us.

“What?” Bres parroted, then almost fell as he laughed hysterically. “What? What?”

“Don’t come near him,” I barked, but Bres didn’t hear me.

“You’re the only voice I can hear.” He kept advancing, swaying wildly. “Why are you the only voice I can hear?”

Ash didn’t seem to know what to say, gripping the back of my shirt to drag me back.

I only had my dagger on me, so I drew it. That got Bres’ attention. He stopped and blinked at it, then lifted his bleary eyes to my face.

“The fuck are you doing here?” he slurred, a sneer curling his upper lip. “Why hasn’t Balor killed you yet?”

“Balor’s dead.” Ash’s voice was hard as he moved to my side, even though I tried to stop him. Either Bres wasn’t listening, or he didn’t care, because he started weaving his way closer once he could see Ash fully, teeth bared in a snarl.

“What’ve you done to me?”

“I haven’t do—” Ash’s voice cut off abruptly, and his eyes darted with confusion as Bres kept advancing.

I tensed, stepping forward, gripping my dagger tight. “Don’t come closer, Bres.”

Even though he was still several yards away, he swung his arm out wildly as if to knock my dagger from my hand, which sent his bottle flying, glass and amber liquid raining down as it hit the wall and smashed. The action made him spin and lose his footing, and he was too drunk to catch himself as he crashed to the floor, his chin slamming so hard into the floorboards that I winced.

None of us moved for a few seconds. Then Bres moaned like a dying animal. He managed to get an arm under him, and as his head lifted a few inches off the floor, he spat out a torrent of blood.

Ash and I stepped back as one when we saw several small dark objects in the puddle. Teeth. And something bigger and flatter that looked soft—

“I—I think that’s part of his tongue,” Ash murmured to me, sounding horrified.

He was right. The tip of Bres’ tongue sat in the puddle of bloody saliva, and his lower face was coated when he rolled onto his back with a groan, heavy eyes dazed and unfocused. We watched in silence as he moaned again and began patting over the ground, trying to find his bottle.

In some ways, it was almost hard to look at. It was pathetic. He’d become nothing but a wretched, drunken mess.

I’d been so scared of him as a child. More often than not, Bres had been the one who’d come up with all the ways in which they’d tormented me. He’d suggest awful ideas to Balor, and would watch with relish as they were carried out, cackling with laughter as he swigged from his flask.

“King Lonan?”

Two guards appeared in the hallway, running towards us.

“We heard something smash,” one of them said, slowing when he caught sight of Bres. “Are you… alright?”

“Yes.” I knew I should give them an order to deal with Bres, but… I had no idea what to do with him.

Turning to Ash, who was watching Bres moan drunkenly on the floor with an uneasy look, I told him, “He stopped being able to hear any voices after that day you came here. But clearly, he can still hear yours. Do you remember doing anything to him?”

He blinked in shock, frowning as he focused on me. “I didn’t hurt him. I didn’t even touch him. After I shot the Carlin, she told him to kill me, but he—”

His eyes went wide as he stopped abruptly and glanced over at the guards. Golra had appeared behind them, her arms crossed and a sharp brow raised as she watched Bres with mild disgust curling her lip.

Ash stepped closer to me and lowered his voice. “She used his name, so I quickly used it too and told him to ignore her and listen to me.” His uneasy gaze slid back over to Bres on the floor. “Only to me.”

I almost laughed as it finally all made sense. Cupping Ash’s chin, I gave him a firm kiss and murmured, “Clever seelie.”

He flushed, scrubbing a hand through his curls as he looked at Bres again. “What are you going to do with him?”

I sighed, slipping my arm around his back as I turned to face Bres. “I don’t know. Perhaps just… leave him locked in his room? It looks like he’s going to drink himself to death anyway.”

Golra huffed and muttered something under her breath. Keeping my face carefully blank despite the way my mouth wanted to twitch into a smile, I asked, “Do you have something to say, Golra?”

“Well, it’s none of my business how you deal with your affairs, King Lonan.” She sniffed, smoothing down her tunic. “But seems like a waste of good food and wine to keep him here, in my opinion. If it were up to me, I’d just ship him off and let him pickle himself somewhere far, far away from the rest of us. It’s not like he can hear anyone anyway. And by the looks of it, he won’t be able to speak all that well either.”

Ash glanced at me as I mulled that over. It was actually a decent idea. I wasn’t sure how I’d feel about myself if I killed my brother when he was like this—just a miserable, helpless wretch.

Letting him live with his own self-inflicted suffering seemed like a fair alternative to death.

“Fine. Let’s do that.”

Golra looked shocked that I was actually taking her advice. Slowly, she uncrossed her arms, a tiny smile tilting her mouth as she gave me an impressed nod.

“The cliffs to the south. By the sea,” I said, referring to an empty stretch of unseelie land where the waters were too rough for the selkies. “He can spend the rest of his days there. Alone.”

“There are some old sidhes there,” one of the guards offered cautiously. “My ancestors lived in one until the cliffs started to erode and they all had to be abandoned. Should we… put him in one of those?”

“Yes, if any are still standing.”

“Do you want me to tell him?” Ash asked me quietly. “Where he’s going?”

“No need. He’ll find out when he gets there.” I glanced at him and gestured at Bres, who was now mumbling incomprehensible words, his mouth bloody. “But if there’s anything you’d like to say before he’s taken…”

Ash cleared his throat and stepped forward, looking a little nervous as we all watched. He crouched in front of Bres.

“Eochu Bres de Cailleach.”

Bres stopped mumbling, his eyes blinking out of sync as he turned them to Ash. A hand waved weakly through the air, as if he was trying to slap Ash away.

“You will never harm anyone else again,” Ash ordered him. “You’ll never come to the village or the palace. You’ll never go into the forest. If you ever see another living thing, fae or animal, you’ll walk the other way. You’ll never hear another voice after this. You’ll be alone.”

He straightened and returned to my side. I slipped my hand under the back of his shirt to stroke his skin as I gave the two guards a nod. “Take him.”

Bres started yelling slurred, unformed words with his ruined tongue as the guards hoisted him up. He couldn’t even get his own feet under him, and his head lolled weakly as they dragged him away.

“Now then.” Golra stepped forward as she eyed the mess left behind—the shattered glass and whisky staining the wall, the pool of blood and saliva, the bronze teeth and the limp, wet tip of Bres’ tongue. “I’ll get this cleaned up. I believe your breakfast is getting cold, King Lonan. Seelie King,” she added, eyeing Ash with mild intrigue.

I nodded, leading Ash around the mess. “Appreciate it, Golra.”

“I have some ideas about what to do with Prince Cethlen too,” she piped up jovially as we walked away. “If you are interested in hearing them.”

Cethlen’s room was close to Bres’, and I knew he would have listened closely to that entire ordeal. At the mention of his name, he started banging on his door.

“Brother, please,” he called, voice shaking with fear. “I can help you. Lonan—”

I ignored him, guiding Ash down the stairs as he peered back at the door.

“Um… what are you going to do with Cethlen?” he asked uncertainly as we made our way to the dining room.

I looked over at him with a tiny smile. It had come to me in the night, when I’d had a disjointed dream about bounding through the forest as a wolf before thick, sulphurous smoke had surrounded me, and I’d caught a glimpse of a familiar place just before I woke.

“I’ll tell you over breakfast,” I said to Ash.


Chapter Forty-Four

Ash

Being king suited Lonan.

I could already see it. He was calm and relaxed as we ate our breakfast, despite what had just happened with his brother. The staff still seemed wary, but I suspected Golra’s approval would go a long way among them.

I was interested to see how different his days would be to mine. He’d mentioned that there seemed to be less for him to do, but when we made our way into the front hall, there was already someone waiting outside the doors to the throne room.

When I saw who it was, I stopped dead.

“Idony?” I stared at her in disbelief.

She tossed back her long red braid and lifted her chin, eyeing me with a raised brow. And was that… Cethlen’s hellhound in her arms?

“Well, well,” she said briskly, looking me up and down. “The half mortal has returned, now a fae king. Quite a journey you’ve had, eh?”

“Um…”

I was so confused. Why the fuck is Idony here? I wanted to ask Lonan. With Cethlen’s dog?

But I didn’t want to be rude, so instead, I slowly said, “Yeah.”

Side-eyeing Lonan, I saw his mouth twitching. He leaned in to kiss the side of my neck. “Idony is my adviser.”

“Ugh.” She huffed and whirled around, using her shoulder to heave open the throne room door. “Must I watch this lovey-dovey shite? Just like Sloga and Faulis.”

“Okay, what?” I hissed to Lonan once she’d vanished into the throne room.

He chuckled, wrapping his arm around me to follow. “When Sloga arrives, we will tell you everything.”

As if on cue, the front doors opened behind us. We both turned, and I stared wide-eyed as the big deer-headed Higher Spirit lumbered into the hall, a leather satchel slung over his shoulder.

“Ah.” His long snout stretched into a smile as he saw us. “Good morning, Lonan. And Seelie King Ash.” He dipped his head. “It is good to see you again.”

“G-good morning,” I stammered, staring in shock as he reached us and briefly cupped Lonan’s cheek in his huge palm in an affectionate gesture. And Lonan let him.

In fact, the smile on Lonan’s face was one I’d never seen before as he looked up at Sloga. Warm affection and simple happiness at seeing him again, like how someone might smile at a beloved family member they hadn’t seen in a while.

Something about that smile made me instantly relax, and I offered Sloga one of my own as he patted my shoulder, making his way past me into the throne room. It was comforting to know that he’d have people with him when I couldn’t be here. The family Lonan had been forced to grow up with was despicable. Unloving and cruel. So now that he was free to, he’d made his own.

“Idony.” Sloga’s deep voice echoed from the throne room, his tone mildly stern. “I really don’t think you should be sitting in Lonan’s throne.”

Lonan chuckled and turned to face me, resting his palm on my chest. “Are you ready to hear about him?” His smile dimmed. “Some of it is… painful.”

I could see how important this was to him, and I wanted to know everything about his life, his history—everything he was willing to share. Tangling our fingers together, I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “I’m ready to hear all of it.”
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We ended up moving into a sparsely furnished sitting room before Sloga told me the harrowing story of what had happened to Lonan’s father. The Higher Spirit hunched in on himself as he spoke, sitting cross-legged on a cushion Lonan had dragged onto the floor for him.

Idony’s little white dog was curled up in his lap, his huge hand smoothing over its fur in a self-soothing gesture while he recounted every terrible thing the Carlin had done to Faulis.

My throat ached from holding back tears by the time he stopped speaking and let out a weary sigh. Lonan was rigid beside me, his hand clenched tightly in mine and his black eyes glittering with unshed tears as he stared vacantly at nothing.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered to him.

His eyes flickered before he gave me a hollow smile. “At least she’s gone now. And I’ll see him one day, when Ankou takes me to the afterlife.”

I managed not to flinch, the thought of Lonan dying more than I could handle. But his words made a different kind of sorrow sink into my bones, a sharp pain shooting through my chest, and it took me a few seconds to realise why.

I’d never really been sure what I’d believed came after death before, when I was mortal, but apparently there was a real, actual afterlife for the fae. The one Ankou escorted them all to, or maybe even more than one. Like heaven and hell.

I was so glad that Lonan would one day get to meet his father. But I’d never see mine again. He and Mags wouldn’t be waiting for me in the fae afterlife.

My chin wobbled before I clenched my jaw. Now wasn’t the time to grieve about that, as gut-wrenching as the realisation was. Lifting our joined hands, I kissed Lonan’s knuckles, my voice unsteady when I said, “He’ll be waiting for you.”

Lonan gave me a tiny smile, and I didn’t know if he could see the bleakness in my eyes, but his gaze flickered over my face before he dipped down to press a kiss to my shoulder, then rested his cheek there.

I glanced over at Sloga and Idony, who were conversing quietly as the former poured tea into four cups. Lonan had never let himself be vulnerable like this in front of others. He’d been affectionate with me, yes—never ashamed to give me brief touches or kiss me in public. But never quite this soft, like he was willing to show that he needed me as much as I desperately needed him.

I kissed the top of his head, breathing in his scent, then looked up when Idony spoke.

“Before we move on to nicer things…” She glanced at Lonan before focusing on Sloga. “I’ve always wondered… did Faulis take the Carlin’s eye?”

Lonan’s head snapped up. “What makes you ask that?”

“She had both before you were born,” Idony explained. “And then when I saw her at the pyre-burning the night after, on the first night of the Bitter Months that year, she was wearing a patch.”

“Nua actually mentioned to me that she lost it fairly recently,” I said. “But he didn’t know how.”

We all looked at Sloga. He shook his head, eyes grave. “It wasn’t Faulis. He wouldn’t have risked injuring her while she was pregnant with Lonan. It was his mother.”

After a moment of stunned silence, Lonan echoed, “His mother?”

“As soon as I had taken him back to my sidhe, I went to tell his parents that he was gone.” Sloga’s voice grew thick, a faint tremor still in his hands as he needlessly rearranged the cups in front of him. “It was… terrible. They were…”

He cut himself off with a sharp breath, a shudder running down his hunched back. Idony shifted closer to comfort him, resting her cheek on his arm.

“I found out after that they went to the Midsith to confront her while she was there for the changing of the seasons,” he continued, his rumbling voice hoarse. “They waited outside with the solitary Folk who went to spectate. The Brid and her entourage left first, and when the Carlin came out… Faulis’ mother ran at her with a dagger and managed to plunge it into her eye before the guards cut her down. When his father tried to protect her, they killed him too.”

I could feel that familiar murderous anger rising inside me, so I let out a slow breath, trying to force it back. Being angry wouldn’t help Lonan, and this was about Lonan’s family, not mine.

She’s dead, I had to remind myself as I clutched his hand tighter. She can’t get to him anymore. She can’t hurt him anymore.

“I’m sorry I asked,” Idony said quietly. Sloga sighed and patted her knee.

“I went and retrieved their bodies from outside the Midsith and buried them by their sidhe.” He looked at Lonan. “I will take you to them one day.”

Lonan nodded tightly, giving him a weak smile. “Thank you.”

“Now.” Sloga exhaled, straightening his back as he reached for his satchel. “On to happier things. I’ve brought more sketches to show you, Lonan.”

Lonan squeezed my hand as he went to get up. “I want you to see.”

The mood grew less sombre as Sloga shared his sketches of Faulis, who looked like an older, slightly wilder version of Lonan. It was like I was seeing a glimpse of him in the future, and my chest ached as Lonan’s face lit up with each new drawing he saw.

Sloga shared stories about him, from when he was younger and happy and carefree. Before the Carlin got her talons in him. He told us about the time Faulis had returned home with a crate of expensive wine that he’d stolen off the back of a cart heading for seelie land, and when he’d ventured into the mortal world and scared an entire village by prowling down the road as an enormous black dog in the middle of the night.

“Wait, wait, wait.” I laughed, setting down my plate. Lunch had been delivered to the room, and we’d all migrated onto the floor with Sloga to eat together. “I’ve heard about that.”

Sloga cocked his head. “How? It was decades ago.”

“I’m serious! He’s a legend around where I grew up. The Black Shuck.”

“A legend?” Idony rolled her eyes, but a fond smile played on her mouth. “He would love that.”

“He would.” Sloga chuckled. “Another time he went to the mortal world, he came back with someone’s linens. He said they looked soft and they were hanging outside to dry, so he stole them out of the garden.”

“So he was a thief,” Lonan said with a smile.

“A good-natured thief,” Sloga agreed.

“Oh, aren’t we all?” Idony raised a hand, almost sloshing wine out of her glass. “Every fae is a thief if they get the chance. It’s in our nature. The old ones used to steal babies, didn’t they? And then there’s food. Wine. Trinkets.” She took a sip of her drink, raising her brows at me over the rim of her glass. “Princes.”

I flushed as Lonan chuckled, bumping his shoulder with mine. “Ash didn’t steal me. I assure you, I went very willingly.”

“Some things are just begging to be stolen.” Idony patted Sloga’s knee. “Tell them about the incident with the kelpie. When Faulis came home soaking wet.”

I glanced over at Lonan, leaning into his side. He was picking at his lunch, eyes riveted on Sloga as he listened to stories about his father. His cheeks were faintly flushed with happiness, eyes clear and unguarded for once, like he was no longer shielding a piece of himself from everyone.

This was how he was always supposed to look. And I was going to make sure I saw that expression on his face every single day, for the rest of our lives.


Chapter Forty-Five

Ash

I stayed on unseelie for just under a week.

When Lonan was busy with kingly stuff, I spent time with Sloga. He told me about the long-ago time when the fae world was more open to the mortal one, when the Folk would venture out often, sometimes even choosing to live among mortals for many years. When some of them would use their knowledge and powers to help mortals with remedies and potions, while others would steal babies from cots and leave changelings in their place.

I’d asked him how common half mortals were. He’d told me that there used to be a fair amount, many years ago when more of the Folk lived among mortals and some fell in love with them, starting families. But most remained mortal for their entire lives.

“What causes a latent fae to shed their mortal skin is different for each individual,” he told me solemnly. “For some, it could be as simple as a kiss from one of the Folk. For others, perhaps those with a strong sense of self or a stubborn streak like you,” he added with a tiny smile, “it can take something bigger. Something as terrible and traumatic as untimely death.”

He told me that when the mortal world started growing more polluted and crowded, the Folk had closed many of the doorways that let people cross over. They hid away, closing themselves off, until they stopped being a fact of life to mortals and became nothing more than stories and superstitions.

I eagerly shared everything he told me with Lonan. In some ways, learning it all made me feel closer to the part of myself I’d lost. I was full fae now in the literal sense, but I never wanted to forget my mortal life. My childhood, my parents. My history may not have been important to the Folk, who saw me as their king or the strange half mortal who had lived among them for a while, but it was important to me.

When Lonan wasn’t busy, he showed me every inch of the unseelie palace. Many of the rooms were sparsely decorated and little-used. The Carlin had spent the majority of her time in her private quarters, and we realised why when we explored them.

One of her rooms was a deathcraft chamber, filled with gruesome objects and artefacts. Skulls. Body parts suspended in liquid in jars. Bones tied together and hanging from the ceiling by lengths of twine. Dried organs laid out beside a huge stone pestle and mortar with something dark and rusty ground to dust inside. Ancient books on the art of deathcraft were stacked haphazardly on shelves, the margins of the pages filled with her scribblings. Dark, black-red candles had melted over every surface, their texture odd and flaky like they weren’t made entirely from wax. The room had smelled wrong. Metallic and sour. Like death.

A similar scent lingered in the air in her bedroom, where there was a huge dark stain on the floorboards beside her bed. The staff had scrubbed and scrubbed at it, Lonan told me, but it wouldn’t lift. So he’d told them to stop trying.

“Let her remain nothing more than a stain beneath our feet,” he said, before giving me a smile and leading me from the room.

We spent an evening at Sloga’s sidhe with him and Idony, sharing a meal and drinking wine as we talked. Idony asked me lots of questions about the mortal world with morbid curiosity, things like, “But how do you all eat if none of you hunt and forage anymore?” and, “What’s the reason for those long pointy things you wear around the neck of your shirts?”

It was nice to talk about mortal things, like TV shows and my time at university and what soda tasted like. I gave up midway through trying to explain the internet when all of them, even Lonan, just stared at me blankly.

We were both tipsy when we left to go back to the palace, laughing and stumbling in the dark, then getting distracted once we were a good distance from the sidhe. This time, I was the one pushing Lonan up against a tree and sinking to my knees as I fumbled with the front of his trousers.

We slept less than we should have, staying up late when we were finally alone to talk. And fuck. I’d always been the more dominant one, but Lonan started taking charge more when we were in bed. He pinned my wrists down as he pounded into me, keeping his mouth locked on mine even when I started letting out muffled cries of pleasure against his lips. He pushed my knees up to my chest to rim me until I was begging him to make me come. He lounged back against the headboard and guided my head with languid fingers in my hair while I knelt between his legs and sucked his cock, shivering as he murmured directions to me in his husky voice.

I didn’t want to go, but it wasn’t fair to leave Nua and Gillie in charge for much longer back on seelie, and there was one more thing Lonan and I had to do before he could draw a line in the sand and finally start this new, happier phase of his life, all the terrible ghosts of his past expunged.

Balor’s head had been burned in the fireplace in the Carlin’s deathcraft chamber, before Lonan locked the door and ordered it to be boarded up. He’d carved a warning into the wood, as well as several charms that would prevent anyone from getting inside.

The guards had returned from depositing Bres in his new home—a remote old sidhe on the edge of the crumbling seaside cliffs to the south. They’d left him with some food and a crate of whisky, per Lonan’s order, and said he’d spent the entire journey mumbling to himself, the words slurred and incoherent thanks to his ruined tongue.

There was just one brother left. The one who banged on his locked door every time he heard us in the hallway and shouted for Lonan, sometimes angrily, sometimes pleadingly, sometimes sly and full of empty promises about things he could tell him. We’d ignored him, but now Lonan had decided that it was time for Cethlen to be gone.

“Okay, so I’ll meet you at the Midsith in three days,” I said to Lonan as we stood in the front hall, my satchel slung over my shoulder and my bow on my back. “I’ll bring the stuff, you bring Cethlen. Will you be alright with him?”

Lonan snorted, pushing a stray curl behind my ear. “Of course I will.”

I chuckled, then glanced back at the doors with a sigh. “Hopefully it won’t take me too long to get back.”

“It took me two days to get to unseelie,” Lonan warned. “You can’t predict journeys through Orna.”

“Fucking forest,” I grumbled. “I’ll send a letter if it does take me that long. It better fucking not, though.”

Lonan chuckled. “Why don’t you take one of the horses? I trust you to return it,” he added with a teasing smile.

Heat crept into my cheeks. “I, um, don’t know how to ride a horse.”

“Ah.” Lonan nodded, pursing his lips to hide his smile. “Something else for me to teach you, then.”

I laughed, pressing a firm kiss to his mouth. “Sounds good, but I am not riding a horse naked.”

“Alright, I suppose I’ll allow clothing for those lessons.” He cupped my jaw and kissed me again, then slid his arms around my waist as he buried his face in my neck with a sigh. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too.” I was already dreading the journey back, but it wouldn’t be long before I saw Lonan again. Holding him tight, I pressed a kiss to the pointed tip of his ear. “And maybe after this, I can stay again for a while. Assuming nothing’s happened on seelie while I’ve been gone.”

Lonan lifted his head to nod, offering me a small smile before nuzzling my cheek. “Be safe on the journey back.”

“I will. Pretty sure there’s no one left out there who wants to kill me.”

I’d said it as a joke, but the words made that insidious paranoia creep into the back of my mind. I cut it off before the thoughts could start forming. I wasn’t going to let myself indulge it—Lonan would be able to tell, and then he’d worry about me. He had enough to deal with here.

I knew there was a ways to go before I cut out all the terrible little parts of the Brid that had infected the power now living inside me. But I was determined. I wasn’t going to let myself turn into her.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to accompany you back?”

I blinked and smiled at Lonan, cupping his nape. “No, I’ll be fine. You’ve got stuff to deal with here. And it’ll take us twice as long to do this if we go all the way there then have to come all the way back to get Cethlen.”

“True.” He frowned. “At least let me walk you to the forest.”

“I know my way back,” I said with a laugh. After giving him one final kiss, I added, “I’ll see you in a few days.”

He sighed. “Yes, alright.”

Together we walked to the front door and stepped outside, stopping at the top of the steep staircase. A warm breeze ruffled my hair as I looked down at the unseelie village below.

Unable to stop myself, I gave Lonan one more kiss, keeping it brief in front of the guards posted by the doors, before turning to leave.

“Be safe,” he called as I started making my way down the stairs.

I lifted a hand in goodbye as I descended the steps. When I made it onto the grass, I paused and looked over at the village. Many of the Folk had stopped to watch me, but some didn’t seem bothered. Even though I was a king now, I probably wasn’t all that interesting to them. They were already used to me, and it wasn’t like I was their king.

I started heading away from the palace, but a faint voice calling my name made me pause again and look over my shoulder.

“Ash!” I heard it again, the voice becoming familiar as it got louder.

I blinked in surprise when I saw Caom running towards me from the village, arm waving frantically in the air. When he reached me, I tensed and took an automatic step back. We hadn’t exactly parted on terrible terms, but I’d wanted to see him less and less after the night of the Winter Solstice, when he’d grown vicious and forced me to play the role of oak king.

“Hello, Caom,” I said warily, wondering what he wanted after all this time.

“My gods, look at you.” He grinned, looking me up and down. “I knew being full fae would suit you.”

I frowned, glancing up at the palace. Lonan was still standing there, a lone black figure against a backdrop of pale, icy blue and white. Strands of his long hair moved in the breeze, but he was completely still. I knew he was watching.

“You saw me the last time I was here,” I reminded Caom. “I remember seeing you. When the Carlin froze everyone in place with her shriek.”

He rolled his eyes, reaching out to give my shoulder a gentle shove. I stepped back before he could touch me. “I’m just saying that you are utterly breathtaking like this.” His voice lowered, growing sultry. “You were beautiful before, but now…”

I stiffened. “I don’t know how many times I have to say this, Caom. I’m not interested. I’m with Lonan—King Lonan,” I quickly corrected. “I love him.”

The smile froze on Caom’s face, becoming sharp and vindictive as he stared at me in silence. Then, voice soft and sinister, he said, “You owe me many favours, Ash.”

“What?” I snorted incredulously. “I don’t owe you anything. I didn’t ask you to bring me food and clothes, Caom. You were doing it because you were hoping I’d fuck you.”

“Not those. I don’t mean those.” His smile grew wider, darker, showing off his sharp teeth. “I mean all those thanks you gave me. I collected them, Ash. I made note of every single one. When I told you about the Carlin’s sons. Twice when we walked to the lake. Another when I took you home after your welcome party.”

He stepped closer, and this time I held my ground, glaring at him as his smile turned smug. “You really shouldn’t thank the Folk, Ash,” he said softly. “Because one day, they will demand something in return.”

“I was mortal then,” I got out between clenched teeth. “So they—”

He cut me off with a snide laugh. “That’s not how it works, and you know it.”

My heart thudded hard, a sickly feeling creeping into my gut. Was I actually indebted to him?

What was he going to demand of me?

I parted my lips to speak, but heard a sudden flap of wings before Lonan appeared out of thin air beside me. Caom jumped violently, the blood draining from his face as he took a step back.

Lonan stared at him in silence, his face a blank, emotionless mask. Caom looked terrified, his breaths coming fast. Without a word, he spun and started walking quickly back to the village, a tremor running through his frame.

“Don’t worry about him,” Lonan said quietly, still watching Caom’s retreating back.

“Okay.” Fidgeting, I nervously told him, “He said I owe him—”

“You don’t need to worry. Go. I’ll see you soon.”

I hesitated, then pressed a kiss to his cheek, because he still hadn’t looked away from Caom. “I’ll see you soon. I love you.”

“I love you too.” He still hadn’t moved as I turned to walk away, even though Caom was now disappearing into the village.

I didn’t look back, walking fast as I clutched the strap of my satchel.

I was pretty sure I would never see Caom again.
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The moment I made it back to the seelie palace, I sought out Nua and Gillie. When I found them in their private sitting room, they were lounging on the sofa together, Nua’s feet in Gillie’s lap as he wrote something in a notebook while Gillie read a thick tome with The Many Soils of Seelie embossed on its cover.

I grinned, beyond happy to see them.

“Ash.” Nua immediately stood and pulled me into a tight hug. “How are you? How is Lonan?”

“I’m good.” I grinned at him as he stepped back. “Lonan is really good. He’s great. He’s… Being king suits him.”

Nua beamed. “That’s wonderful. And the forest is already righting itself. Morrin came yesterday to tell us.”

“Yeah, I noticed on my way back.”

I couldn’t contain my relieved sigh. As I’d made my way back through the forest, I’d almost teared up at the sight of tiny young shoots sprouting from the soil. The canopy looked full and lush again, leaves a healthy green and vibrant flowers blooming, filling the air with sweetness alongside the natural earthy aroma of the woods I already loved so much.

I’d stopped to have a drink and some food at the edge of a sprawling patch of enchanter’s nightshade, the tiny white flowers blanketing the sun-dappled forest floor, smelling faintly like honeysuckle. A solitary fae who’d appeared to pick them, filling a small trug, hadn’t noticed me at first until they’d finally looked up and jumped out of their skin.

The rest of the journey had been quick and otherwise uneventful, and I’d been surprised to feel a hint of relief at the sight of the seelie palace, not dread.

I looked expectantly at Nua and Gillie. “So how have things been? I missed you both.”

Gillie chuckled, stepping forward to clap me on the shoulder. “Even me, lad?”

“Yes, even you.” I rolled my eyes, giving his arm a weak shove.

“Everything has been fine, Ash,” Nua told me. “Completely fine. In fact… well, Gillie and I have been talking…”

He fidgeted, tugging on the hem of his shirt as he glanced at Gillie. Then he squared his shoulders and faced me directly. “I have made a decision. I am… I am pulling rank as the older brother. And that’s that.”

Gillie’s mouth twitched as we briefly locked eyes. Then he looked down at Nua with amused affection, pressing a kiss to his hair.

“Okay,” I said, trying not to smile. “What’s your decision?”

“Open court will only be held once a month. No more than that.” Before I could say anything, he quickly added, “The final decision is yours of course, as king, but… I’m older, so I get to tell you what to do every now and then.”

I laughed. “That’s fair. And yes, it’s a good idea.” Flushing, I admitted, “I definitely bit off more than I could chew.”

“Not necessarily,” Nua said diplomatically. “But now that we know what you have been dealing with…”

“Not your fault your power came from a bloodthirsty witch who didn’t give a shit about her subjects, lad,” Gillie piped up. “But you’ve both been slogging through what needs to be done, haven’t you? And things are already changing. You can see it. The seelie Folk are happier.”

I nodded, giving Nua a grateful smile. “I couldn’t have done any of it without you, Nua. You’re the one with all the good ideas.”

“That’s not true,” he protested. “And anyway, I was able to spend years watching how the Brid ran her court and thinking of the ways I would have done things differently.”

I flushed, looking down. I often felt the urge to apologise to Nua for becoming king. Like I’d taken something from him.

“I still think you would’ve been the better king,” I mumbled.

“Nonsense.” Nua stepped closer and rested his hands on my shoulders. “You’ve been working so hard, Ash. Please don’t think that way.”

I nodded quickly. “Sorry. I’m not… trying to be a martyr or anything.”

“We know.” Nua squeezed my shoulders before letting go. “I know it hasn’t felt like it, but things really will get easier, Ash, especially now that Lonan is king.” He offered me a tentative smile. “No more Carlin to worry about.”

“Or Balor,” I added grimly. “I found him in the forest.”

Nua and Gillie exchanged a look.

“By found, lad,” Gillie cautiously began, “do you mean you…”

“Yes. He’s gone. The other two won’t be a problem anymore either.”

Nua exhaled, smoothing back his neat hair. “Well, that is a relief. For us and I’m sure for Lonan.”

I smiled. “Yeah. He’s so much happier. He’s… different. In a good way.”

“Well, whatever you two decide to do in terms of living arrangements, we will support you.” Nua looked at Gillie, who nodded. “We’d like to go back to our home every now and then, but we’ll be here to keep an eye on things while you’re with Lonan.”

“Thank you,” I said, voice thick. Darting forward, I hugged my brother again.

He affectionately cupped my cheek for a moment when we parted, solid green eyes glimmering. “We would do anything for you, Ash.”

“We love you, lad,” Gillie said gruffly, turning away to scrub hastily at his eyes.

“I love you both too.” I cleared my throat to get rid of the lump in it. “Oh, Lonan wants you both at his coronation. He’s not having it until the Bitter Months come, but he wanted me to tell you.”

“We’d be honoured.” Nua grinned, stepping back to wrap his arm around Gillie’s waist.

“And Sanya,” I added, giving them a tentative smile. I still felt terrible for her brief stint in the dungeon. “In fact, I want to ask Sanya if she’d like to be my emissary. Kind of. Mainly just so she can go and visit Lonan under the guise of official seelie business.”

“I’m sure she’d be delighted,” Nua said with an easy smile. “It will be nice for the borders to not be so closed. It was never supposed to be this way, you know. So separated and rivalrous. The courts are supposed to work in harmony.”

“I don’t think that’ll be a problem with those two.” Gillie shot me a teasing grin.

I chuckled sheepishly, scrubbing a hand through my hair. “No, probably not. I’m actually not staying long. Lonan and I have to do something. But do you want to have dinner together tonight?”

“Yes, that would be lovely.” Nua cocked his head. “Whatever it is you two have to do… It’s not dangerous, is it?”

I chuckled. “No, it’s not dangerous. But…” I looked at Gillie. “I do have a favour to ask.”

“A favour for the seelie king, eh?” he teased. “Anything, lad. What do you need?”

I grinned at him. “I need some of those magic mushrooms.”


Chapter Forty-Six

Lonan

I decided to wait until just before dawn to visit the gancanagh.

There were only a few short hours during the day when the village was completely still and silent, when all Folk were sleeping. I knew that well from my time doing the Carlin’s bidding.

Sometimes she would make me slaughter Folk in plain sight, in front of many, if they had, in her opinion, slighted her in a way that made her want to send a message to all the others. But often, she’d preferred me to kill Folk while they were in their beds, in their homes. In the places they should have felt safest.

The gancanagh lived above his shop. He had shared it with his cousin, until the Carlin had made me kill him for trying to charge her personal dressmaker too much for some thread.

No wonder everyone had despised her. And despised me—the one forced to actually do her bidding.

That was why I had decided to wait. Slaughtering an unseelie fae within the first few weeks of my reign was not the impression I wanted to make. But the gancanagh had it coming.

Shifting into a tiny spider, I slipped through the keyhole of the dressmaker’s front door. It was dark in here, but I could see that the dressing room’s curtain had been replaced. My mouth curved into a fond smile as I passed it, remembering when Ash and I had met there in secret during the Winter Solstice.

My boots were silent on the steps as I made my way upstairs, wrinkling my nose at the strong scent permeating the air. Something sweet and cloying that the gancanagh no doubt doused himself in. Four doors led off the landing. I opened the first, finding a dark living space with an unlit hearth. The second was a washroom, the third an empty bedroom that clearly hadn’t been used in a while. Probably the dead cousin’s.

I opened the fourth door and paused on the threshold. The bed was empty.

Taking a single step into the room, I scanned it keenly. It was neat, the most prominent item a large dressing table cluttered with jars and pots and ornate hairbrushes—several of them. Drawing my dagger, I opened the cupboard door, but there was no gancanagh hiding among the clothes. Turning, I looked at the bed. It was made, like it hadn’t been slept in.

He’d known I would be coming.

I started heading for the door to check the other rooms properly, but a soft sound from below made me pause.

A rustling, then a soft swish and metallic ting that was familiar. I frowned, trying to place it, picturing the small shop floor in my mind. My muscles tensed when I realised what it was—the clink of two curtain rod eyelets hitting as they were drawn back.

The dressing room curtain.

It had been drawn when I walked past it. The gancanagh had been hiding behind it.

I raced for the stairs. There was the sound of feet stumbling, the rasp of metal dragging over wood, then heavier, frantic footsteps pounding across the room. I burst into the shop just in time to see Caom fleeing outside, the key sitting in the lock of the opened door.

My nostrils flared in irritation. So much for keeping this discreet.

At least the village was still empty and quiet when I made it outside. Caom was running down the road, away from the palace and towards the wide dirt path that led to the sidhes and farming fields of the Folk who chose to live further away from the village. Perhaps he thought he’d be able to run all the way to the forest and vanish within it.

I sprinted after him. I could hear his hectic, hitching breaths as he ran, but he was nowhere near as fast as me. Within a few seconds, I reached him and curled my fingers into the collar of his shirt, yanking him to an abrupt halt as he choked. Then I carried on striding down the dirt path, dragging him with me as he lost his footing, squirming wildly, his heels leaving furrows in the ground.

“No,” he gasped in terror, fingers clawing at my wrist. “I w-wasn’t—I didn’t—”

“So Ash was a bet to you, was he?” I said quietly, ignoring his panicked choking as his taut collar constricted around his throat. “Did you think he’d be an easy target? Isolated and grieving and in need of guidance here?”

“I d-didn’t know you… cared for him,” he choked out hoarsely. “If I’d kn-known, I—”

“Still no remorse for actually doing it, then,” I seethed. “Just regret that it put you in my sights. Regret that it will cost you your life, but none for how it would have made him feel if he’d found out he was nothing more than a bet to you when he thought you were his friend.”

Sharp pain sliced through my arm. I looked down to see that Caom had stabbed a dagger into it. Ignoring the throb of pain and the blood soaking rapidly into my shirt sleeve, I snatched it from his shaking hand as he yanked it free to stab me again.

Saying nothing, I tossed it and kept dragging him down the path, away from the village and any prying eyes. Caom squirmed harder, panicked breaths sawing out of him. His fingers scrabbled frantically over my arm, briefly digging into the fresh wound. I suppressed a hiss, tightening my grip on the back of his collar until he choked and began to lose strength.

“And then you thought it would be wise to try and cash in on the favours he supposedly owes you. The thanks he gave you, because you made sure not to tell him he shouldn’t.” I clenched my jaw. “I told you I would kill you, gancanagh, purely because I wanted to. But now you have given me a reason.”

“N-no,” he gasped. “I w-won’t—I won’t go near him again—I won’t—”

“I know you won’t.”

“P-please—”

“Please what?”

He let out a hoarse sob, weakly clawing at my shirt sleeve. “Pl-please don’t kill me.”

“But that’s what I’m good at. We all have our strengths, gancanagh.”

Deciding we were far enough from any Folk who might see, only farm fields around us, I drew my sword and dropped Caom on the ground. Before he could move, I had the blade pointed over his chest.

“I will give you one last chance,” I told him. “Tell me that you had no intention of hurting or manipulating Ash, that you were there for him as a friend and not just because of the bet, and perhaps I won’t kill you.”

I already knew he wouldn’t be able to, so I wasn’t surprised when he remained silent, reddened eyes wide and darting in panic as he tried to think of a way around it.

“I-I enjoyed sp-spending time with him—”

“That wasn’t what I asked for.”

“I—I—” His chest heaved against the tip of my sword. He desperately blurted, “I gave him things! Clothes and food—”

“To win the bet, to gain favours from him, or to simply be kind?”

“I—I never used the favours he owed me to fulfil the bet!”

“Because you couldn’t, I assume? Because it had to be his choice.”

He didn’t have an answer for that, which told me what I needed to know. Looking down at him, I slowly sank the blade into his chest.

He choked, arms scrabbling and legs kicking to try and push me away. His eyes bulged, mouth opening in a silent scream. I leaned harder on the hilt of my sword, feeling the blade scrape against bone before the tip burrowed into the earth. Caom grew weaker in a rush, his skin turning deathly pale and his copper eyes drifting over my shoulder and widening in terror before they went flat.

A second after he slumped and stopped moving, I felt a little scratch on my back. A new black feather being etched there. Sighing, I drew my blade free with a firm tug and wiped it clean on his shirt before sheathing it. Then I looked around at the still, empty fields, crops planted in neat rows on turned earth.

I shouldn’t leave him here. Some of these farming Folk had children. It wasn’t fair to make children see something like this. And if I left his body to be found, the Folk would immediately suspect that I’d been the one to kill him, which wouldn’t instil much faith in their new king.

Sighing, I looked down at his lifeless body, then used the toe of my boot to roll him onto his front. Crouching, I reached out and touched my fingertips to the back of his neck. I had done this only once, and I still wasn’t quite sure how, but after a few seconds, I felt… something happening. Like threads were shooting out from my fingertips and worming their way under his skin, twisting around nerves, spiralling down his spine and feathering into his skull.

His limbs twitched. I stood and stepped back.

“Again, King?”

The familiar, somewhat exasperated voice made me look up. Ankou stood there with his arms crossed, his cusith panting beside him.

My mouth curved into a tiny smile. “Not for long.”

“Perhaps if you are going to do this often, we can come to some agreement.” He gestured at the gancanagh, who was sucking in ragged breaths as his head lifted from the ground. “Just let me know your intention to bring them back beforehand so I don’t stand around waiting to take them to the afterlife.”

I chuckled. “I don’t plan on killing many people after this.”

Ankou grumbled under his breath, refolding his arms and cocking his head as we watched Caom slowly look up at us in abject terror.

“Can I control him?” I asked curiously.

“Yes. If you want to. He’s like an extension of you now, until you sever the connection you’ve made.”

My lip curled. I wasn’t overly fond of the idea of the gancanagh being connected to me in any way, but needs must.

“Stand up,” I told him.

As if I’d used his true name, he did, rising unsteadily to his feet and swaying. He blinked sluggishly. Through the sliced fabric of his shirt, I could see the stab wound slowly closing over. Healing.

“Come with me.” I started walking back towards the village. Caom stumbled after me.

“Wh-what—” His voice was raspy. “What—”

“There’s just something you need to do first,” I told him flatly. “And then you’ll be gone.”

“Will this take long, King?” Ankou asked as he and his cusith followed us.

“No.”

By the time we made it back to the village, Caom’s colour had returned. His wound had completely healed. He didn’t say a word, but his eyes darted in terror—to me, to Ankou, to the giant death hound loping along beside us.

The dressmaker shop’s door was still hanging open. I walked inside, Caom still forced to follow, and up to his bedroom. Finding some parchment and a fountain pen, I laid them on the dressing table and pointed.

“Write that your shop is closing permanently.”

Breath hitching, the gancanagh stumbled over and picked up the pen in a shaking hand. He scribbled the message, then went still, fingers gripping the pen tightly as he waited for his next order.

“Wipe the blood from your skin and put on a clean shirt,” I told him, picking up the piece of parchment. “Then get on the bed.”

Ankou was standing in the doorway as he waited, arms crossed and his shoulder leaning on the frame. I could hear his cusith snuffling around in the hall.

Caom’s wide eyes stared up at the ceiling as he lay flat on his back in the bed, chest heaving under his new clean shirt. Without a word, I walked over and slid my fingers between his neck and the pillow, pressing them firmly into his skin. Almost instantly, I could feel those threads retreating, unwinding and pulling back, until he let out a final shuddering breath and his eyes grew flat and lifeless once again.

“For good this time?” Ankou asked mildly from the door.

I nodded, stepping back. The gancanagh looked as if he’d died in his sleep, the wound on his chest gone, the blood wiped away. I kicked the ruined shirt under his bed.

“Well then.” Ankou straightened as I turned, resting a hand on his cusith’s head as it appeared beside him and sniffed the air with interest. “A pleasure as always, King Lonan.”

I gave him a tiny smile. “Yes.”

Then he was gone. I closed the bedroom door behind me and made my way back downstairs. The village was still utterly silent as I stepped outside and pinned the notice to the door, then locked it and pocketed the key.

The sky was beginning to lighten. My arm stung as the cool and slightly damp air crept under the tear in my sleeve. I sighed, clamping my hand around the wound to slow the bleeding as I turned to start walking back to the palace.

“King Lonan.”

Stiffening, I slowly turned to see Belial standing a short distance away, a small basket dangling from one hand. Making sure my face was blank, I gave him a clipped nod. “Belial.”

His eyes drifted down to my arm. “Are you injured?”

I cleared my throat. “Just a minor… stab wound.”

“I’d be happy to treat it.”

With a sigh, my shoulders sagged. I remembered the pain of Belial’s form of treatment acutely, but it was the fastest way to heal a wound. I didn’t want Ash to panic if he saw me with a long, fresh slice in my arm when we met at the Midsith.

“I’d appreciate that,” I said evenly, walking over to meet him. As we began heading back down the road, I side-eyed him. “You’re out quite early. Or late.”

Unfazed by my appearance in the village or my fresh wound, Belial lifted the basket in his hand. It was filled with small, dark purple flowers. “There is a type of very toxic flower that only blooms during these hours. It’s best to pick it at this time so the stamen is easy to reach.”

“Ah.”

In silence, we made our way to Belial’s house. He unlocked the door and stepped back so I could head inside. I already knew where to go, and he followed me into his apothecary chamber at the back of the house, setting his basket down on the sideboard.

“Let’s see this stab wound then,” he said with no inflection. My mouth twitched as I took a seat and rolled up my sleeve.

Belial bent over my arm, inspecting it closely, but after a few seconds he straightened. “No need to treat it. It’s already healing.”

“What?” I looked down quickly, going still when I saw that the wound had already stopped bleeding and looked shallower. “But it was very deep—”

“You’re king now, aren’t you?” Belial shrugged and turned for the door. “Not quite so easy to maim anymore. Drink?”

“I—Alright.” Somehow, I’d forgotten that aspect of becoming king. I was almost impossible to kill now.

What a strange thought.

Belial returned and held out a cup. I took it and sniffed, my eye twitching from the overpowering scent of alcohol.

“Whisky.” He sat back in the other chair with a sigh.

Hesitantly, I took a sip. Gillie loved whisky, but I’d never tried it. I almost coughed at first, but as the liquid slid over my tongue, it grew smooth and mellow. I found myself relaxing, but I knew that was more to do with knowing that the gancanagh was gone. He could never harm Ash.

“I just killed the gancanagh,” I heard myself say. Strangely, Belial had always calmed me. Perhaps because I knew how little he cared about court politics.

He went still, his own cup raised halfway to his mouth, then nodded. “Caom?”

“Yes.” I focused on him. “Were you close with him?”

His face did something complicated as he took a sip of his drink. “Not overly. I used to… wish to be close to him. But he wasn’t at all interested. Until he wanted something from me.”

“What did he want from you?”

A muscle in Belial’s cheek twitched, but he managed to keep his face expressionless. “Coin. He told me he’d made an… an unsavoury bet with the reynards—”

“About Ash.” I nodded once. “I know about the bet.”

“Yes. When he found out Ash was gone, he came to me, panicked because he owed them a considerable amount of gold for losing.”

“Ah.” I looked down at my cup. “He wanted you to pay it for him.”

“Yes.” Belial’s tone grew the slightest bit terse. “I’m embarrassed to say now that I had pined for him for some time. It was only then that I saw what he truly was. Selfish and vain and cruel. He came to me because he was so sure I would pay off his debt for him without question.”

“Did you?”

“No.”

“Well then.” I had a sip of my drink. “It seems the reynards will not be receiving their winnings.”

“Was that what made you kill him?” Belial asked. “The bet?”

I waved a hand. “Mostly, but I’d already told him I would kill him one day.”

Belial’s mouth twitched. “I see.”

“I’d appreciate it if you could keep this to yourself, though,” I said cautiously. “I’ve always trusted you to a degree, Belial.”

“I have no reason to tell anyone, King Lonan. And I won’t.”

I believed him. Belial had never been interested in playing games. “Just Lonan is fine.”

He nodded, watching me with a hint of curiosity. “Will you tell Idony? They were friends for a time.”

“Yes, I’ll tell her.” I arched a brow at him. “Do you know why they stopped being friends, Belial?”

His head cocked. “I assume for the same reason. She found out about the bet. She wasn’t overly friendly with Ash, but I’m sure it left just as bad a taste in her mouth as it did mine. Especially when I told her that he had tried to get me to pay off his debt.”

I hesitated. Perhaps I was meddling, just a touch, but I liked Idony very much. She was fierce but kind, and assertive all ways except, it seemed, this one. I didn’t think Belial had any idea how much she pined for him.

“Partly because of the bet, but it was mainly for the way he treated you.” I paused. “She cares for you very deeply, Belial.”

To my surprise, a deep blue flush stained Belial’s cheeks. He fidgeted, looking down at his cup. “Does she?”

“Yes. When I returned to unseelie, we came across one another in the forest. She offered to help me”—my mouth curved into a tiny smile—“in exchange for my word that I wouldn’t harm you. I hadn’t been planning on it, but still.”

He stared at me in silence. “She could have gotten a favour for herself from an unseelie prince, and she… asked for that?”

“Yes.”

“I…” He appeared somewhat flustered, eventually admitting, “Idony has always… intimidated me somewhat.”

My mouth twitched again. “She is quite self-assured.”

“Yes. I…” He exhaled, shifting in his seat, crossing his legs then uncrossing them again straight away. “When we were young, Idony and I were paired up for a game of favours. She won, and the favour she asked for was”—he cleared his throat—“a kiss.”

I chuckled. “Ah.”

“It made me nervous,” he admitted. “In the end, she only wanted a kiss on the cheek, which was… pleasant. But I—I don’t have… certain desires that most others do. And while I liked her very much, I worried that she might want things that I… didn’t feel comfortable with.”

“I see.” After a moment of silence, I cocked my head. “But you ended up pining for the fae who was skilled at luring mortals into his bed?”

“I know.” He exhaled and shook his head. “Perhaps it was because that felt… safer. Caom would have fulfilled those desires elsewhere.”

“Well, I can’t speak for Idony, but I know she cares for you.” I paused. “And it sounds like she has cared for you for a very long time.”

The flush returned to Belial’s pale face, but he looked thoughtful. “Yes. Perhaps I… Perhaps I should pluck up the courage to speak to her about it.”

I shrugged, setting down my cup. “As long as it’s not just because you know the gancanagh is no longer an option.”

His nose wrinkled. “It is not. Caom and I hadn’t spoken at all in months.”

“Good.” I stood and smoothed down my shirt. “I appreciate the drink. And the conversation.”

“As do I, Lonan.” He got to his feet. “May I ask how Ash is doing?”

I smiled. “Very well. He just visited, and he’ll be returning again soon.”

Belial nodded, eyeing me with an unreadable expression. “Did your mother still have his arm? There is a slim chance I could reattach it, seeing as she made me douse it in a potion that kept it alive.” His nose wrinkled. “Which was quite distasteful.”

“Oh. Yes.” I paused. “I’ll ask him, but he does have a new arm now.”

He nodded. “I remember seeing it at the Midsith. Very impressive.”

“If he decides to keep that one, is there a way for you to… kill the arm? He wants to burn it, but is worried he might feel it while it’s still alive.”

“He would feel it. And yes, I can cleanse the potion from it so it dies naturally. Let me know which he would prefer.”

“I will.” I turned to leave, making my way to the front door. “Feel free to visit the palace at any time, Belial. You’re welcome there.”

“I appreciate it, Lonan. I will. I would actually quite like to see Ash again.” He was quiet for a moment. “If he wants to, of course. He’s probably still quite angry at me for poisoning him.”

“He is fully aware of what my mother was like,” I said dryly. “I don’t believe he holds a grudge. I’ll let him know.”

“Alright.” There was a pause, then, “I’m very happy for you, Lonan.”

I looked back, my hand on the doorknob. Belial gave me a faint smile.

“My dealings with your mother allowed me to see more of what growing up in the palace was like than most others. For your sake, I’m glad she is gone.”

I smiled at him. “So am I, Belial.”


Chapter Forty-Seven

Ash

Pure joy lit up my face when I emerged into the clearing in front of the Midsith and saw Lonan leaning against its side, flipping his black-handled dagger end over end with practised ease.

“You beat me here,” I said as I made my way over.

He grinned, tucking the dagger into its sheath as he straightened to meet me halfway.

“Only by an hour or so.” He cupped my chin and gave me a deep kiss. “How are things back on seelie, Oak King?”

“All fine. Quiet. Nua and Gillie send their love.” I looked over at the figure bound to the old oak tree, hands restrained over his head to a low-hanging branch. “Was it okay getting him here?”

“Yes, fine. He wouldn’t stop talking, though.” Lonan rolled his eyes. “Pleading with me until he realised that wouldn’t work, so he started getting a bit vicious. Didn’t you, Cethlen?” he called over. “What was it you called me? A vile little cockroach that Mother should have crushed under her shoe?”

“I’m going to make you regret this,” Cethlen spat, hands twisting fruitlessly in their bindings. “Fucking snake.”

“What makes you think we’re not just going to kill you?” I asked.

“If you were going to kill me, you would have done it by now,” he snarled. “Don’t think me weak, Lonan, just because I cannot see. Wherever you’re taking me, I’ll find my way back.”

“I can promise you, you won’t,” Lonan said easily, crossing his arms as he turned to face me. “The threats got a bit boring after the first hour. Not very creative.”

I laughed, reaching into my satchel for the little woven bag Gillie had given me before I left. “Then let’s get this done so we don’t have to listen to them anymore. You ready to do this?”

“Not really.” Lonan watched with an uneasy expression as I opened the bag and tipped its contents into my palm. “The last time was… strange.”

“You didn’t like it?”

“Not overly.” He exhaled and held out his hand. “Give them here.”

I hesitated, looking down at the wrinkled mushrooms. “Why don’t I just take them? It wasn’t so bad for me.”

“No. I made the bargain, so I think it has to be me.” He gestured with his fingers. “Give them.”

After a pause, I snorted and handed a few over, then patted the water skin slung over my shoulder. “Hopefully it won’t take too long, and I have the tea that’ll make the effects wear off quickly when we’re done.”

Lonan nodded, then took a deep breath and stuffed the mushrooms into his mouth. He grimaced as he chewed. “Do you have anything else that will take away the taste?”

I laughed. “Afraid not, Holly King.”

“Wait,” he blurted around his mouthful as I raised a mushroom to my mouth. “What are you doing?”

I gave him an odd look. “Eating the mushrooms.”

He frowned, shuddering as he swallowed. “I don’t think we both need to take them.”

“But then I won’t be able to come with you.”

“If I can take him with me”—he nodded at Cethlen—“then I should be able to take you too.”

I looked between him and the mushrooms, then shook my head. “Fuck that. I’m not getting left behind if you can’t.”

Before he could protest any more, I stuffed three mushrooms into my mouth and immediately screwed up my face at the rancid taste. It became clear that they’d already started working for Lonan when he snorted with laughter at my expression.

“Okay.” I swallowed with a wince. “Ready. Oh shit, wait.”

“What?” Lonan sobered, but a second later he squeezed my cheeks between his thumb and fingers. “Make that face again.”

I let out a snort, but shook my head as I pried his hand loose. “No, seriously. Do we need to give some to him too?” I nodded at Cethlen, shifting uneasily on my feet. “Forcing him to take magic mushrooms kind of feels like a line we really shouldn’t cross.”

“No, I don’t think so.” Lonan turned and made his way over to Cethlen, a little unsteady on his feet. “Time to go, Cethlen.”

“Fuck you, Lonan,” he spat, yanking violently on his restraints as Lonan untied them from the branch. I went over to hold him still so Lonan could retie his hands behind his back.

Our eyes met over Cethlen’s bent head. After a second, Lonan started cracking up, which set me off too.

“Fuck both of you,” Cethlen snarled, trying to jerk away as Lonan gripped his shoulder and started leading him forward.

“Oh my god, fucking relax.” Okay, the mushrooms were definitely kicking in. I nudged his other shoulder as we left the Midsith behind, walking aimlessly through the trees. “You’re alive, aren’t you?”

“Exactly.” Lonan looked over at me, trying not to laugh. “You and Bres are finally better than Balor at something. Staying alive.”

I chuckled. “My dad loved that song.”

Lonan snorted. “What song?”

“Just a…” I waved a hand. “Mortal song.”

He grinned over at me. “Sing it for me.”

I huffed. “I’m not going to sing in front of your douche brother.”

“That’s fair,” he said solemnly. “I’ve heard you sing. That might be too cruel a punishment even for him.”

I burst out laughing, jostling Cethlen, who hissed like a feral cat as I reached over to give Lonan’s shoulder a gentle shove. “How dare you?”

“So these are the two great kings who are supposed to bring a new age for the Folk,” Cethlen spat from between us. “Nothing but a pair of foolish delinquents who come into the forest and drug themselves with magic mushrooms.”

“Oh, shut up, Cethlen.” Lonan rolled his eyes, fighting off laughter as he glanced over at me.

“Yeah, aren’t you a barrel of laughs,” I deadpanned. “Jesus. Chill the fuck out.”

“I am bound and being led through the fucking forest by two giggling fools,” Cethlen seethed through clenched teeth.

Lonan and I looked at each other in silence. When I started spluttering with laughter, he did too.

Thankfully, Cethlen went quiet for a while after that, seething with silent fury as we made our way deeper into the forest. I thought I saw two trees having a chat at one point, their branches moving like arms as they gestured animatedly. When I pointed them out to Lonan, he just laughed and reached over to give my earlobe a gentle pinch. But then he said he could see dancing frogs lined up along the edge of a stream we were passing.

“Shit, look at that,” I breathed a few minutes later, wandering towards a school of pale pink fish that were swimming between the trees, their little mouths opening into ovals to swallow bugs out of the air. “Lonan, look.”

When I turned to urge him over, he was crouched beside a tree and peering into a hole at the base of its trunk. Snorting, I asked, “What are you doing?”

“There are tiny people in there.”

“Shit, no way.” I started ambling over, then stopped abruptly. “Wait.”

Looking around, I tried not to get distracted by the thick strands of long black hair dangling from the branches above us, even though it looked really soft. When I spotted Cethlen stumbling away in a mad dash, hands still tied behind his back, I gasped dramatically.

“He’s getting away!”

“Who?” Lonan’s head popped up as I took off after him.

Cethlen’s shoulder clipped a tree trunk, sending him spinning a second before I rugby tackled him to the ground. He thudded onto his belly with a pained grunt, then immediately started squirming.

“Get off me, dog,” he snarled, fingers wriggling against the front of my shirt.

“Impressive,” Lonan commented as he made his way over.

I grinned up at him, pressing a knee into Cethlen’s back to keep him pinned. “I played rugby in secondary school.”

“I remember.” Lonan leaned down to thread his fingers through my hair, a sly grin stretching his mouth. “I remember seeing you come home covered in mud and wearing that uniform. Very small shorts.”

I laughed into the kiss he planted on my mouth, reaching up to curl my fingers into his shirt. When his tongue swept against mine, I shivered and broke the kiss to give him a stern look. “We can’t get distracted again.”

He made a face, but reached down to help me haul Cethlen to his feet. “No, you’re right. Come on, Cethlen,” he added cheerfully. “Almost there. Well, maybe.”

“Where are you taking me?” Cethlen snarled, dead leaves and dirt clinging to his face and shirt when we picked him up.

I tutted. “We’re not going to ruin the surprise.”

“I’m getting hungry,” Lonan said absently as we started walking again.

I snorted, smiling over at him with affection. “You’re always hungry.”

“Maybe he does need to take the mushrooms as well.” He peered around. “We’ve been walking for a while and nothing.”

“I mean, maybe. We could—There!” Cethlen jumped at my loud outburst. I pointed at the tendrils of thick black mist creeping between the trees up ahead. “I know you didn’t see the talking trees, but you see that, right?”

“Yes, I see it.” Lonan patted Cethlen’s shoulder. “Almost there.”

“I hope you both rot in the afterlife for the damned when Ankou drags you there,” he snarled. “You’re animals.”

“Well I certainly am.” Lonan grinned over at me. “Many different kinds.”

“You might want to get the rest of your angry spewing out now,” I told Cethlen. “You probably shouldn’t talk like that to your new companion.”

“Companion?” Cethlen snapped, just as the mist started to envelope us, stinking of sulphur. “What are you…”

He coughed and trailed off as we emerged into the familiar clearing, with its white question mark trees and pale grass and ancient ramshackle hut in the centre.

“Where are we?” Cethlen asked faintly. “It smells strange here. And it’s… silent.”

“Yes,” Lonan said with faux sympathy. “No conversations for you to eavesdrop on in this place. No secrets to overhear.” He paused, cocking his head. “You’re breathing rather fast, Cethlen. Are you injured? Perhaps from your little attempt to escape?”

“So you’re leaving me here alone?” he spat, vibrating with tension between us.

“Not alone.” Lonan urged him towards the hut. He raised his voice to call, “I’m here to fulfil my end of our bargain.”

“I see that, Death King.” Ogma’s raspy voice rang out from the hut, her enormous eye peering at us through the opening and darting madly over Cethlen. “We finally meet, Cethleann-Enith de Cailleach.”

Cethlen froze. “Wh-who is that? How do you know my name?”

“I know all names.” She chuckled, pressing her eye closer to look at me and Lonan. “It’s good to see you both again. It’s rare that I get to meet anyone twice.”

“Hi, Ogma,” I said cheerfully, giving her a little wave.

“Ogma?” Cethlen whispered beside me.

“So then.” Lonan pushed him closer to the hut. “Do you deem him a suitable companion?”

“The Carlin’s ears? Oh yes, I think he will do nicely. An excellent listener, are you not?” She gazed at him with her eerie, whale-like eye. “I have much to say and no one to say it to.”

“What’s going on?” Cethlen cried in panic, struggling against his binds.

“You’re going to stay here with Ogma,” Lonan told him patiently. “Forever.”

“W-why?”

“Because I made a bargain and I intend to fulfil my end of it. And really, Cethlen”—he crossed his arms—“did you honestly expect me to just let you live at the palace? Did you really think you’d never face the consequences of everything you’ve done?”

“I mean, you’re kind of getting the best deal here,” I piped up. “You’re not dead like Balor. You’re not alone forever like Bres. And Ogma’s cool.”

She peered at me. “I assure you, Hunter King, my hut is a very pleasant temperature.”

“I mean, like, you’re nice.” I shrugged. “If I’d been a total piece of shit for my entire life and this was my comeuppance, I’d be pretty happy about it, to be honest. I bet you have good stories.”

Wheezy laughter came from within the hut as Ogma’s huge eye crinkled at the corner. “Piece of shit. I like that phrase. Come on, piece of shit,” she added to Cethlen cheerfully. “Into the hut for the rest of your days.”

“N-no,” he whispered in horror, trying to take a step back until Lonan stopped him. “Lonan, why can you not see that I would be an asset to you? Surely you know I would be loyal?”

Lonan snorted. “You turned on Balor and Bres the moment you found out I was king.”

“But I was loyal to Mother until the very end!”

“Being loyal to the Carlin is not the selling point you think it is,” I deadpanned, which made Lonan chuckle.

“Come on, brother.” He gripped Cethlen’s shoulder and steered him towards the hut door. “In you go.”

“You cannot make me.” Cethlen gritted his teeth, trying to dig his heels into the grass.

“Cethleann-Enith de Cailleach,” Ogma said sternly. “Stop throwing a tantrum and get in this hut. You won’t be leaving it again.”

He went silent, pale eyes darting as he stopped fighting and took a stilted step forward, forced to obey. Lonan opened the hut door for him and waited.

“Sorry,” I said sheepishly to Ogma. “I’m sure he’ll… grow to like it.”

She cackled. “Whether he likes it or not doesn’t matter.”

“Do you think he’ll be good company, at least?” I asked doubtfully, leaning my shoulder against the side of the hut. “He doesn’t talk much, I don’t think. Not usually, anyway. He was pretty vocal on the way here.”

“When you’ve been alone as long as I have, any company is better than none.”

I wasn’t sure I agreed, but I said nothing as I watched Cethlen let out a shuddering breath, then disappear into the dark hut.

“Hold on,” I blurted as Lonan closed the door behind him and walked over to join me. “Won’t he be able to hear Folk’s names when they come and find you? That seems a little risky.”

Ogma chuckled. “No. No one can hear them but me.”

I nudged Lonan with my elbow. “Ooh, I bet he’ll hate that. Being so close to Folk sharing their best-kept secrets and not being able to hear them.”

“I’m sure he will.” He slipped his arm around my back and looked at Ogma. “Our bargain has been fulfilled on both ends.”

“It has.” She peered at us through the opening. “It was good to see you both again. Enjoy your long lives.”

“We will.” I grinned at her and slapped the side of the hut. “No guards waiting to kill me when I leave this time, right?”

She huffed in amusement. “Not unless your holly king has secretly turned on you.”

I burst out laughing and slung my arm around Lonan’s neck, tugging him closer so I could press a smacking kiss to his cheek as he grinned. “As if.”

“Then you’ll be safe,” she said dryly. “I appreciate the companion, Death King. Send my regards to Sloga.”

The smell of sulphur returned as black mist surrounded us, obscuring the little hut in the pale grove that we would never see again. Nor would we ever see Cethlen again. Or Bres. Or Balor. Or the Carlin.

They were all finally gone.

When the fog dissipated and the forest reappeared around us, calm and quiet and green, I inhaled a deep breath of relief and smiled as Lonan slipped his arm around my middle from behind. He kissed the bend of my neck, resting his lips there.

“Thank you for coming with me.”

Turning, I draped my arms over his shoulders and fiddled with his hair. “I kind of can’t believe they’re all finally gone.”

His smile was radiant, long fingers slipping under my shirt to stroke my skin. The touch made me shiver, and I couldn’t stop myself from tugging him closer and crushing my mouth to his. He kissed me back eagerly, parting his lips against mine so our tongues could meet.

When the kiss eventually ended, my breaths were coming faster and my hands were buried in Lonan’s hair. He grinned, pressing a final kiss to the corner of my mouth.

“What now, Oak King?”

“I don’t know.” Sheepishly, I admitted, “I know we’re supposed to be all responsible now, but I don’t want to go back to seelie yet.”

He smiled, fingers drifting lower to fiddle with my waistband. “I don’t want to go back to unseelie yet either.”

Sighing, I tipped my forehead to his. “Well we have to pick one.”

Something flickered in his eyes as he gazed at me, before his mouth tipped up into that tiny familiar smile.

“No, we don’t.” He stepped back and took my hand. “I know where we can go.”


Chapter Forty-Eight

Lonan

The cottage was cool and dark when we stepped inside it. The smell of dust hung in the still air, tickling my nose as we walked into the living room and stopped.

“Has anyone been here?” Ash asked, his voice hushed as he wandered over to the bookcase.

I shook my head. “No. Not since I used to sleep here.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw him flinch and look down, brows pinching with pain. Guilt pierced through me. I hadn’t meant to remind him of that time, and I would never try to make him feel guilty for it. As awful as it had been over those long, bleak months when Ash no longer remembered me, I had never blamed him for it. I used to blame only myself, but now I could clearly see just how much had been working against us back then.

I started making my way over to him, but froze when he spoke.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered hoarsely.

“Ash.” I gently turned him to face me. “You don’t need to be sorry.”

He let out a shuddering breath and clutched the front of my shirt, head still bent. “I remember when I saw you here, and… you were in so much pain. Because of me.”

“You thought I had killed your parents,” I said bluntly, because I refused to let him shoulder all the blame for what had happened. “You thought I had been playing games with you for months because I stood silent in that room and watched the Carlin…” I shuddered, not wanting to think of that night. “You felt betrayed. You were hurt, and angry, and you had lost everything. You don’t need to be sorry. I’m sorry.”

He immediately shook his head. “It wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t tell me anything and you couldn’t risk the Carlin finding out—”

“We could talk in circles about this all night,” I said gently, cupping his face so he had to look at me. “But I would rather be here with you now. All of that is in the past, and all the people who took so much from us both are gone. There’s no point thinking about it, Ash. We are here. Together.”

His eyes glimmered like gold coins in the dark, sorrow still etched into his features. He whispered, “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

“I hurt you too.” Trying to chase off the sadness in his eyes, I smiled and said, “We have the rest of our long lives still ahead of us, Oak King. We will probably hurt each other again in small, silly ways. Your hot temper isn’t going anywhere, nor is my unfortunate inclination to bury my head in the sand when things get difficult. But in the end, it doesn’t matter, because we love each other, and there is no one left who will try and make us think otherwise.”

He nodded, and finally, a tiny smile tilted his lips. Moving closer, he buried his face in my neck and wrapped his arms around me tight.

“Becoming king has made you all mature,” he mumbled. “Why didn’t that happen to me?”

I chuckled, smoothing a hand through his curls. “Must I remind you that we were both just stumbling through the forest hallucinating dancing frogs and talking trees?”

His laugh was a little wobbly, but as he lifted his head, he looked happier. “At least the tea worked.”

“Yes.” Cupping his face, I gave him a firm kiss before murmuring, “I need you clear-headed tonight, seelie.”

“Is that so?” His eyes brightened with mirth, and he looked around at the dark living room. “I like being back here.”

“I like being back here too.” I gave him another kiss before releasing him. “Let’s get a fire going.”

“Okay. Maybe both fires, so we can have a bath?”

I chuckled, patting the lip of the copper tub as I walked past it to kneel in front of the fireplace. “We won’t both fit in there, seelie.”

“You can still scrub my back.” He gave the back of my head an affectionate scratch as he reached for something on the mantel.

The soft rasp of a match being lit followed. As I began cleaning the hearth, Ash went around and lit the candles in the living room and kitchen, before heading into the bedroom.

“Didn’t even make the bed the last time you left,” he called teasingly, making my mouth quirk as I laid a new fire. Then I heard him say, “No way.”

“What?” I glanced over, already holding out my hand for the matches when he appeared in the bedroom doorway. As I saw what he was holding, a blush crept over my cheeks. I quickly straightened. “Alright, well, they are very comfortable—”

“I’m just shocked they survived.” He laughed and held up his old shorts, now ragged and threadbare from being worn so often and scrubbed clean so many times.

I blinked and asked in mild offence, “Survived? What do you think I did with them?”

“What did you do with them?” he shot back slyly, mouth tilting into a smirk as he approached.

My face grew hotter. “I… wore them in bed. To sleep.”

“And…?”

Clearing my throat, I took the matches out of his hand and crouched back down to light the fire. “And yes, maybe once or twice I did… other things while wearing them.”

Ash laughed, but it sounded huskier this time. After getting the fire going, I stood and faced him with a tiny smile, brushing off my hands.

“Will you wear them for me now?” he asked, voice low and eyes growing heavier as they drifted down my frame.

“After my bath.” With a smirk, I cupped his chin and kissed him before murmuring, “And after I have fucked you at least twice.”

Ash’s pupils expanded in a rush as he licked his lips. His voice was rough when he said, “Go and light the fire in the kitchen. I’ll get the water.”
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We wasted no time once we were both clean and dry from the warmth of the fire.

Still naked, I took Ash’s hand and led him into the bedroom. While I’d been bathing, he’d put fresh linens on the bed, and now the familiar, comforting scent of the lavender soap he had always used here hung in the air.

“Look what I found.” Ash tugged me over to the chest of drawers before I could push him onto the bed. He released my hand to open the top drawer, grinning at me as its contents were revealed.

I smiled, reaching in to lightly touch one of the oak leaves that formed the crown he had worn on the Winter Solstice, my own holly crown resting beside it. The leaves were old and dried now, curling up at the edges, but still intact.

“I think they’ll fall apart if we move them,” I told him.

He smiled at me again and shut the drawer. “Then we won’t move them.”

Sliding my hand over his bare hip, I kissed along his shoulder as I moved behind him to palm his stomach. It tightened under my fingers, and when I trailed them up to his chest, his breath caught in his throat.

“I’ll have my real crown soon,” I murmured, lightly circling his nipples with my fingertips. They stiffened in a rush, and as I kissed his neck again, I let my gaze roam greedily down his front. Just beneath the thatch of short brown curls between his hips, I saw his cock twitch and start to fill.

“Y-yes.” Ash already sounded distracted, making me smile against his skin.

“It’s a shame you didn’t bring yours, Seelie King.” I drifted a hand down his front, feeling him grow tense with anticipation against me. A hoarse sound left him as I sifted my fingers through short curls, brushing lightly against the base of his cock.

His breath escaped him in a rush when I finally wrapped my fingers around him. Watching avidly, my lips still pressed to his shoulder, I gave his cock a loose stroke and saw his thigh muscles twitch. Ash clutched the arm still banded over his chest, fingers tightening in reflex when I stroked again.

“I missed you while you were gone,” I murmured, then gave his shoulder another open-mouthed kiss, tongue stroking over warm skin.

“I m-missed you too,” he breathed, his branch hand reaching back to grip my thigh.

I pressed my hips closer so my erection rubbed against his ass, still pumping his cock in my fist until he let out a shuddery moan. Wetness beaded on the tip, so I smoothed my finger over it and felt a shiver wrack his frame.

I gave his neck one last kiss before lifting my head to murmur in his ear. “On the bed, Ash. On your front.”

He swallowed, legs unsteady as he turned and made his way over to the bed. I gave myself a loose stroke as I followed, watching him settle on the mattress. Candlelight slid over his golden skin, highlighting the planes of his strong back, the ravine of his spine, the smooth curve of his ass.

He folded his arms on the pillow and rested his cheek there as he watched me, eyes dark with anticipation, until I climbed onto the bed to join him. Straddling his thighs, I leaned forward on all fours to kiss the nape of his neck, then nuzzled the pointed tip of his ear.

Ash shivered, a flush staining his cheeks as his eyes slid shut. I kissed the back of his shoulder, tongue stroking to taste his skin before beginning the slow journey down his spine. He was trembling by the time I reached his lower back, pressing a kiss to each of the twin dimples there as I parted his legs to kneel between them.

“Lonan…”

His voice was unsteady. I smiled against the swell of his ass, smoothing my hands up his thighs to grip the firm mounds and spread them wider. A choked sound left him when I brushed my tongue over his exposed hole. Then he moaned, knees shifting open wider and hips tilting back as I flattened my tongue and licked him again.

“F-fuck.” He was breathing fast as I swirled my tongue, licking soft and slow, fingers tightening on his ass to keep him spread open for me.

When I moaned against him, my cock throbbing with need, he gasped. His hips jerked, thighs trembling, the muscles under my grasping hands tensing in reaction. I circled my tongue, then pushed the tip inside, moaning again when he clenched around it.

“Oh fuck.” A shudder rippled down his back as another strained groan tore from his throat. “Lonan.”

Grinning against his skin, I made my way back up his spine with open-mouthed kisses until my straining cock nestled between his cheeks. I gasped against his shoulder as I rocked my hips, sliding my length through smooth warmth.

Ash moaned, reaching down to clutch at my hip. “There’s… there’s oil in my bag,” he panted, shifting restlessly beneath me. “Quick.”

My legs were trembling as I pressed a brief kiss to his shoulder and climbed off the bed, striding into the living room. I had already coated my cock in oil by the time I was kneeling back between his spread thighs, too impatient to go slowly anymore.

I softly stroked his hole with a slick finger before sliding it inside. Ash moaned, hips tilting as I sank it in to the knuckle before retreating. My cock was already dripping as I watched, the desperate desire to be inside him getting too strong to ignore. But I made sure he was ready first, pushing a second finger inside along with the first and gritting my teeth when I felt the tight heat surrounding them.

“Now.” Ash squirmed, hips rocking restlessly to rub his cock against the bed.

Hands trembling, I fisted my length and leaned over him, breathing hard as I looked down to watch the tip of my cock slowly sink inside. There was that brief moment of resistance, before the tight ring of muscle relaxed and I was able to slide deeper.

I shuddered hard, cock throbbing as it was squeezed by smooth heat. A grunt escaped me as I rocked my hips in tiny thrusts, gradually sliding deeper and deeper until my length was buried inside him.

“Ash,” I panted into his shoulder, arms trembling as they held me aloft. Tilting my head down, I watched as my hips slowly retreated before pushing forward in a smooth glide.

He grunted, rocking back into me as I began to thrust in earnest. Our ragged breaths filled the room, and I couldn’t stop my hips from picking up speed until I was fucking him so hard and fast that neither of us could speak anymore.

The urge to come tightened my lower back, my balls lifting as they smacked against his with every pounding thrust. The sensation made me shudder, my fingers curling tightly into the bedding as I let out a helpless groan.

I would never get enough of this. Of him. Of being this vulnerable with him, naked and reduced to nothing but raw nerves and overwhelming sensation. Ash had given me my first true taste of pleasure with this, had allowed me to finally have something just for myself that no one else could warp or control or steal from me.

It was something I had resigned myself to never experiencing. Before him, I’d been too cold and isolated and loathed by everyone. I’d been sure that my life would always be a lonely, empty one where the only times I was ever touched by another came from their desire to inflict pain on me or a desperate struggle to stay alive as I did my mother’s bidding.

But Ash had wanted to give me something else. I hadn’t known what soft touches designed to give pleasure, not pain, felt like until him. He was fierce and strong-willed, but he had always been so gentle and careful with me. When I’d had nothing else good in my life, my moments with Ash in this bed had been pure happiness. Pure pleasure with nothing tainting it. They had been honest, allowing me to tell him how much he meant to me without actually speaking the words I had struggled to say.

I squeezed my eyes shut as my breaths shuddered out of me, heating his skin. I didn’t want to stop. I wanted to stay joined like this with him for as long as possible, so when the urge to come got too strong, I slowed my movements.

Ash moaned in protest. I pressed feverish kisses over his shoulder as I pulled out before hurriedly rolling him onto his back with quaking hands. Then I was sinking back inside, hooking his knees over my elbows as I leaned forward to crush my mouth to his.

Ash moaned into the kiss, hands clutching at my hair, his whole body jerking beneath me from the force of my thrusts. I couldn’t stop, plunging my tongue into his mouth hungrily, relishing the hitches in his breath with every smack of my hips.

I released his legs so he could wrap them around me, pinning his stiff cock between our stomachs. Ash’s hips jerked as he moaned raggedly into my mouth, the slick tip of his cock sliding against our skin.

When he broke the feverish kiss to bury his face in my neck, I knew he was close. His fingers dug into my back, and I gritted my teeth to stave off my own release until I’d felt him come. His moans grew louder, more desperate, and he tightened around my tunnelling cock as he went stiff and started to shake.

Wet heat spurted between our tightly pressed bodies. After inhaling sharply, the orgasm rendered him silent. He stopped breathing for a long moment from the force of it, shaking hands clawing at my back. A helpless moan left me at the feel of him coming so hard, and knowing I was the one who could give him that sent me barrelling towards the edge of release. Just as a low, trembling moan of relief left him when his orgasm ended, my thrusts grew jerky and erratic. I stopped thinking of anything but the bliss that was about to overwhelm me.

Finding his mouth, I kissed him hard as his hands smoothed down my sweat-damp skin to grip my ass. He moaned again, this time drowsy and contented, and I finally tipped over the edge. Shaking, I let out a ragged groan and plunged my cock as deep as possible.

I panted against his mouth as my cock bucked inside him, the release so intense that my arms buckled and I collapsed onto my elbows. A shudder rippled down my frame, hips jerking before my cock finally stopped spurting and I sagged on top of him.

I couldn’t move at first, trembling wildly as I panted into the pillow beside his ear. Ash let out a groan of pure satiation, legs sliding off my back to land bonelessly on the mattress.

“Fuck,” he breathed after a minute.

Chuckling, I finally lifted my heavy head to kiss him, gliding my tongue languidly over his.

“I love you,” I murmured against his lips.

“I love you too.” Ash kissed me again and lifted his knees to hug my sides, causing my sensitive cock to shift inside him.

It started stiffening again as I shuddered from the sensation, a muffled grunt vibrating into Ash’s mouth. My breaths shallowed, renewed pleasure tightening my lower back as I moved my hips in a tiny thrust. Everything was slicker and even more sensitive now. Soon, my cock was straining again. I tried my hardest to keep still as I panted into Ash’s mouth, kissing him feverishly.

He slowly grinned against my lips, ankles recrossing against my lower back and hands sliding down to splay over my ass.

“Keep going,” he murmured, voice throaty.

I let out a shuddering breath and tilted my head down to look between us. His front glistened with his release, but his cock was soft and relaxed. “But you’re not—”

“Doesn’t matter.” He lifted his head to kiss me again, hands tightening on my ass to urge my hips to move. “Keep going.”

With a helpless sound, I started thrusting again. My hips quickly picked up speed until I was pounding into him so hard I had to break the kiss, burying my face in his neck. Soft moans left Ash as he pressed kisses to the tip of my ear and my hair.

Strained grunts tore from my throat with every thrust, the pleasure so sharp it was almost painful. I bit down on his shoulder and began to shake as the pressure broke, hips shooting forward to hold my cock as deep as possible while it flexed inside him for a second time. Bursts of colour exploded behind my closed eyelids. My trembling fingers fisted his curls and clutched them tight.

When I collapsed on top of him with a drowsy moan, all the tension melted from my body, leaving me utterly drained. I panted into his neck for long moments, then pressed a kiss to his shoulder before gently sliding free of his body.

The moment I collapsed on my back beside him, I knew it would be a struggle to move again. A tired grunt left me as I stretched out my limbs, letting my arms flop onto the pillow above my head.

Ash groaned in pure contentment, rolling onto his side to face me. “I love it when you come like that.”

I grinned over at him, still catching my breath. “Like what?”

“Like you’re trying not to, but then it hits you by surprise so you go all quiet, like you’re shocked it’s happening.” He grinned, nuzzling my armpit and inhaling deeply before resting his head on my chest.

My eyes closed with pleasure as he wrapped himself around me, sliding a knee up over my thighs and draping an arm across my belly.

“Sometimes it is still a shock that something can feel so good,” I admitted, smoothing my hand up his forearm. “I hope you’re prepared for me to never tire of it.”

“Good. Neither will I.” He kissed my chest before settling his cheek back down. But a second later, his head popped back up as he grabbed my arm. “What’s this from?”

I peered down to see him staring at the faded pink line on my forearm. “Oh. Nothing to worry about.”

“Lonan…” He frowned up at me, so I huffed.

“The gancanagh got one good stab in.” Then I snorted. “Well, not good.”

“The gan…” Ash went still, staring at me. “Caom?”

I nodded, watching him as I lifted a hand to cup his cheek. “He threatened you.”

“I—I know, but…” Ash swallowed and looked down, his expression conflicted. “He was nice to me. When he wasn’t constantly trying to proposition me.”

I clenched my jaw. I didn’t see much point in telling Ash about the cruel bet, in hurting him that way, so I quietly said, “He had ulterior motives, Ash. Trust me.”

His throat bobbed again as he looked at me. After a few seconds, he nodded. “I trust you.” Then he glanced back down at the faded wound and frowned. “Did you at least get it treated?”

I chuckled. “I had Belial look at it.”

Grumbling under his breath, Ash rested his head back on my chest. “That’s something, at least.”

Threading my fingers through his hair, I told him, “Belial said there is a slim chance he might be able to reattach your arm. If that’s what you want.”

Ash stiffened against me. His branch arm was tucked against my side, and I felt it twitch. “Only a slim chance?”

“That’s what he said. It’s technically still alive, but it’s been separated for a long time. I’m not sure how your body would react to it or if it would… survive being reattached.”

He exhaled slowly. “I think… I think I’m okay with this one.”

“Are you sure?” I murmured, absently tracing the shell of his pointed ear.

He shivered at the touch. “Yes. It feels like a part of me now. Plus, we match,” he added in a mumble, his arm sliding down my belly to trace the seam of my branch leg.

I smiled. “We do.”

“And it reminds me of what we’ve been through. In a good way, I mean.” His hand trailed back up my thigh and over my hip. “I don’t want to forget. Any of it.”

“Alright,” I said quietly, lifting my head to kiss the top of his. “We won’t forget.”

Ash sighed, relaxing on top of me and rubbing his cheek against my chest as he mumbled, “I like being back here.”

I smiled and closed my eyes to savour the feel of him against me. “Me too.”

“Maybe we can come here when we want to be completely alone. Away from everything else.”

My smile widened. “Yes. We will grow old here together. Tending to the garden and drinking tea and reading until our sight begins to fail us.”

Ash held me tighter, lashes sweeping against my skin as he closed his eyes.

“That sounds perfect,” he whispered.


Chapter Forty-Nine

Several months later

Lonan

I was trying my best to ignore the gleam in Ash’s eye as he faced me from the other side of the Midsith, but he wasn’t being particularly subtle about the direction of his thoughts after seeing me.

“Really, Ash.” Idony huffed from behind me. “The changing of the seasons is a day to be respected. Perhaps you can save the lascivious looks for later? At least until the king’s coronation is over.”

Gillie, standing behind Ash, burst out laughing. Nua quietly shushed him, but his mouth was twitching with amusement as well.

Ash flushed. “Sorry.”

I managed to suppress my own smile, even as he glanced at me and flashed a final brief grin that told me he didn’t regret it.

And anyway, I was struggling to keep my eyes off him too. He looked so handsome in his crown, his curls neatly brushed for once but still wild. His skin was more burnished now from so much time spent out in the sun over the Mild Months—I was intimately familiar with how wonderfully hot it was to the touch. He was wearing a fitted tunic that showed off his broad shoulders and narrow waist, and the ever-present bow on his back was missing.

None of us had brought weapons today, to show the Folk that they weren’t needed. I didn’t even have my dagger. I felt strangely naked without my blades, but at the same time it was freeing.

I had brought far fewer people than the Carlin used to, and no guards. Though now I knew what my grandmother had managed to do to her twenty-three years ago, it made more sense why she’d always insisted on so many accompanying us. Only Idony and Belial stood behind me in the Midsith, while Nua and Gillie were behind Ash.

“So.” Ash rocked back on his heels and grinned at me again. “Shall we do this? Lots of other important things happening today too.”

Grinning back, I inclined my head and walked to the centre of the room. Ash met me on the other side of the First God’s sword, which cut through the Midsith and deep into the earth. Wordlessly, we both raised our hands and sliced our fingertips on the blade, then made our way to the silver bowl on its pedestal.

The air in here was warm and humid, especially while I was dressed in my new winter coat, but as our blood swirled together before mine swallowed up Ash’s, a cooling breeze chased out the heat. I couldn’t help but smile at the feel of it, a deep sense of satisfaction sinking into my bones. The Bitter Months were here.

“Happy birthday, Holly King,” Ash murmured to me before we stepped back. “We’ll celebrate later.”

My smile grew. After my coronation and the pyre-burning later to see in the Bitter Months, we planned on spending the night in our cottage to celebrate my birthday in private. We spent many nights there, having fallen into a comfortable routine over the last few months. At most, we spent only a week or two apart at a time. Ash would come and stay with me, and I would go to him. Now that I was king and the balance had been restored, the heat on seelie land was far more bearable. And now that the borders were more open, there was an abundance of unseelie food available to the seelie Folk. They particularly enjoyed our honeyed meat, and the lighter wine that was drunk during the summer months.

When we wanted to be truly alone, we would hide ourselves away in our cottage for several days at a time. We went for long walks in the forest and visited Orna’s market, politely refusing all the offers of free goods from the solitary Folk. But often, we would walk to the deepest, oldest parts of the woods to explore.

And so that no one would come across us while I gave Ash his “fae lessons”. To be fair, they didn’t always end with us fucking furiously on the forest floor. I showed him how to forage for the unusual plants he wasn’t familiar with. I taught him how to hide properly in the trees, and how best to detect sounds that didn’t belong so he’d know if someone was nearby, or if something was stalking him. We talked about bargains and how to make sure he wasn’t being tricked with words, as well as how he could make sure he didn’t trick someone else through the way with words he’d inherited from the Brid. We practised archery and throwing our daggers, setting up difficult targets between the trees to test ourselves.

I had never even known I was capable of being this happy. This at peace.

“I cannot wait to get back to unseelie and see the frost forming,” Idony said with excitement as I made my way back to our side of the room. She kissed the top of her hellhound’s head as he panted merrily in her arms. “Now, you’ll meet us there? The king’s coronation will commence at sunset. Gillie, do not make everyone late.”

“When do I ever make us late?” he replied innocently, even though he had done precisely that when he and Nua came to visit unseelie a few weeks ago with Ash because he’d overslept after a night of drinking with some of the off-duty guards.

“We won’t be late.” Ash grinned at me. “We’re actually going to follow you straight there.”

“At a slower pace, I assume?” I teased. I’d been teaching him how to ride a horse, but he wasn’t skilled enough for the fast clip we’d be taking back to unseelie.

“Maybe I just want to take my time to enjoy the scenery,” Ash said airily, but as we all made our way to the doors, he gave my ass a quick pinch.

“I saw that,” Idony piped up with mock sternness.

Ash laughed. “Sorry. I’ll wait.”

When we stepped out of the Midsith, we came face to face with all the Folk who had gathered outside to witness the changing of the seasons. They were mostly solitary fae, but there were plenty of seelie and unseelie too. Out of habit, I scanned my gaze over them, but then a strong arm was banding around my waist before Ash pulled me flush against him and crushed his lips to mine.

Some of the Folk gasped, others chuckled, but we ignored them as I cupped Ash’s jaw and smiled into the kiss. When he pulled back, his eyes were opaque, and he licked his lips before grinning at me.

“Enjoy the Bitter Months, Holly King.” He pressed another kiss to my cheek before stepping back and smoothing down his tunic. When he saw Idony shaking her head, he protested, “I waited until we were outside!”

“Such admirable restraint, Luad,” Belial said in his flat voice, but the corner of his mouth twitched up.

“We really should get going if we don’t want to be late.” Nua was untying their horses from a nearby tree. “I’m sure Idony has plenty of last-minute preparations to sort out before Lonan’s coronation.”

“Gods, yes.” Idony rolled her eyes as she made her way over to our own horses, waiting patiently. “I’m just grateful you asked to keep it simple. If it was a bigger affair, I would’ve lost my marbles by now.”

“I did offer to bring in others to help,” I pointed out dryly, patting the neck of my black steed.

“I’m perfectly capable.” She sniffed as she carefully tucked her hellhound into his saddlebag. “And Sloga has been helping. He just moves like he has all the time in the world.”

“Well, he does,” Belial said flatly, hands hovering over Idony as she hoisted herself up onto her horse. “Be careful.”

She flushed with pleasure, smoothing back the loose strands of her hair as she beamed down at him.

Settling on my own horse, I gripped the reins and looked over at Ash. “See you there, Oak King.”

“See you there.” He grinned, watching as I turned my horse in a tight circle to start heading back to unseelie. “Don’t make it too cold for us,” he called, his tone teasing.

I laughed, then shot him a smirk over my shoulder before urging my horse forwards to begin our journey back. The air already felt cooler, ruffling the black feathers adorning the collar of my coat as our pace picked up. Our horses’ hooves thudded over the well-worn path back to unseelie, and in my mind’s eye, I could already see frost glittering on leaves and a blanket of white covering the ground.

Dark evenings and warm fires and snow glittering under the winter sun. The smell of bonfires in the air, the taste of hot mulled wine spiced with cloves and citrus, and the peace that settled over the land as it went dormant, sleeping until the frost melted and life began to reawaken after its rest.
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“Thank the gods that’s over,” I muttered to Ash as I reached him, painfully aware of the hundreds of eyes still fixed on my back. “I didn’t seem too uncomfortable, did I?”

He chuckled, reaching up to adjust the crown now resting on my head—silver holly leaves and berries twisting together to form a circlet.

“Not at all. Very calm and controlled.” He grinned at me, leaning in to murmur, “Congratulations, Dunn.” After a brief kiss, he asked, “Did you hear Ogma?”

I huffed in amusement. “Yes. She told me Cethlen is still sulking.”

“Oh, poor Cethlen,” he said in a voice dripping with sarcasm as he rolled his eyes, before grinning brightly as Nua and Gillie made their way over to join us.

“Congratulations, lad.” Gillie slapped me on the back. “Bet you’re glad that’s over, eh?”

“Very,” I admitted, smiling at Nua as he gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze.

“Time for a drink now, I think,” Gillie said eagerly, blowing into his hands before rubbing them together. “Something warm to fend off the chill, eh?”

“Not yet.” Idony marched over and tutted. “Just a few more minutes, you lout. The pyre-burning first, so the Folk can begin their party while we eat.”

“Oh yes.” Gillie chuckled, turning to look up at the enormous effigy towering over us. “Don’t want to miss that.”

“They did a good job,” Ash said, slipping his arm around my waist. “It looks just like her.”

“It does,” I agreed, staring up at the Carlin’s one-eyed face made from woven twigs and branches. The Folk who’d made it had captured the familiar iciness of her expression perfectly, and soon, we would see it consumed by unseelie fire.

“Are you ready, Lonan?” Sloga asked as he approached, a lit torch already in his hand.

I smiled at him with a nod. “Yes. Light the pyre, Sloga.”

A hush fell over the unseelie Folk as he made his way over to the base of the effigy. Ash slipped his arm under my coat to grip my waist, pressing tightly to my side as we watched in silence.

Sloga lowered the torch and held it until flames began to lick at the woven hem of the Carlin’s dress. Then, with a low whomp, the pyre ignited fully as he stepped back. The unseelie Folk let out an enormous cheer, several of them already running forward to throw things into the flames, while others raised their cups and began to dance around the burning effigy of their former queen.

“May she never have a moment of peace in the afterlife,” Idony muttered beside me.

“She has none, I assure you,” Ankou said as he and his cusith approached with Sloga. With a nod to me, he added, “Congratulations, Dunn.”

I nodded back, smiling when Ash pressed a quick kiss to my cheek before he stepped back as more people approached to congratulate me. Jora offered me a timid smile, while Sanya clapped me on the shoulder with a wide grin. The pair of them had arrived together for my coronation, and I’d seen Sanya many times over the last few months. Ash had made her his emissary, so when we were apart, she was the one who would deliver our letters to each other. She would always stay for at least one night so we could have dinner together and sneak in some sword training if I wasn’t too busy.

Surprisingly, she and Idony got on remarkably well. I was quite sure that Idony had instantly warmed to her when Sanya complimented the wine we were drinking with dinner, which had been made by her sister.

Fioda gave me a soft smile as she and Mol—in her human form—joined us. The latter almost jolted me forward as she gave me a hearty slap on the back, then pulled Gillie into a good-natured headlock and told him she was prepared to drink him under the table.

Belial said a few quiet words to me, as calm and unruffled as ever. Nua and Gillie’s friend Odran the kelpie—who I had grudgingly invited at Ash’s request—stepped forward to politely congratulate me. He looked uncomfortable in his deep green tunic and black trousers, his hair dry for once and falling in soft waves down his back, but he was already eyeing Jora with interest as she flushed and smoothed down her dress.

“Alright.” Idony clapped her hands together, then bent to pick up her hellhound. “You will all get a chance to speak with the king over dinner. It’s time to eat. Come on, up to the palace.”

I sought out Ash, threading my fingers through his so we could walk up the steps together. The Folk cheered again, and even though I was deeply uncomfortable with the attention, I couldn’t stop the smile spreading over my face. Those who were attending the private banquet followed us, talking amongst themselves as we ascended the steps.

When we reached the top, I paused and turned back to look down at the burning effigy and the unseelie Folk dancing around its base. Wood crackled and spat out sparks, smoke streaming up into the night sky, and the Carlin’s cold face stared back at me before the flames finally engulfed it.
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The throne room had been turned into a banquet hall for the night, enough chairs brought in and a long table cutting down the centre of the room. My throne had been placed at the head of the table, with Ash on my right and Sloga, seated on a stack of large cushions, to my left.

The food was a mix of seelie and unseelie. Several roasted chickens with crispy, burnished skins sprinkled with salt. Roast venison still secured with twine, the meat pink and tender when people sliced off what they wanted. Platters of steaming shellfish still in their shells, loaves of freshly baked bread, dark green salads tossed in oil and vinegar, candied grasshoppers, mountains of berries, white-skinned apples and slices of oranges crusted with sugar. Seelie ale and unseelie wine were served, and after I gave an awkward toast, I gratefully sat back down and began to pile food onto Ash’s plate.

I was quiet at first as I began to eat, having been too nervous to have an appetite for most of the day. Ash noticed, chuckling as he squeezed my knee under the table. He was intimately familiar with just how much I could consume in one sitting, so he left me to it and chatted with Sloga and Belial.

Nua and Gillie were seated beside him, the latter already whispering in Nua’s ear, making him flush as he sipped his wine and gave the solitary fae a stern look. Odran was busy flirting with Jora, topping up her ale with a sultry smile while her face flamed bright pink and she gave him a shy smile back. Idony and Sanya were having a heated debate with Mol about something, while Fioda talked with Ankou as he fed his cusith and Idony’s hellhound scraps from his plate.

Faint sounds of the unseelie Folk celebrating the start of the Bitter Months outside were audible over the chatter and laughter in the room—cheers and lively music as they danced and drank. The great fireplace crackled with blue-white flames, chasing out the chill that was settling over unseelie land.

“Are we going to wake up in the cottage to a field of snow again?” Ash asked me in a quiet murmur, grinning over the rim of his cup as he took a sip of ale.

I grinned back, twining our fingers together on the tabletop. “I suppose you’ll have to wait and see.”

“As long as you keep me warm.” He raised a brow sternly. “That cottage gets freezing in the winter.”

“I’ll keep you warm, seelie,” I murmured with a sly grin, picking up my glass of wine and sitting back to relax now that I was done eating.

His eyes gleamed gold. Disentangling our hands, he reached under the table and squeezed my thigh, knowing exactly how high to reach to feel flesh and muscle instead of unyielding wood. My insides stirred, tightening with lust, and I watched him over the lip of my glass as he watched me back.

Then his gaze drifted up to the crown resting on my head, his lips curving into a secret smile. “I know you will. You have a promise to keep.”

My cock twitched as I realised what promise he was referring to—the one I’d made on the night of his coronation after feeling him inside me for the first time.

Shifting in my chair to discreetly adjust my hardening cock, I glanced around the table. Everyone had finished eating, a few still picking at their plates as they talked. Ash chuckled beside me, seeing the impatience in my face, but before I could rise from my seat and say goodnight, the doors to the throne room opened. Palace staff filed in holding trays of dessert.

Suppressing my groan, I waited until mine had been placed in front of me—small dishes of dark chocolate mousse topped with frozen raspberry drupelets, lavender crème brûlée and coffee ice cream drizzled with caramel and sprinkled with nuts—and the staff had moved on to serve the others. Then, under the table, I curled my hand around Ash’s and dragged it higher until it settled on my stiff length.

I heard his breath catch as his fingers automatically tightened, squeezing before he gave my cock a slow rub. I covered up my hiss of pleasure by clearing my throat, but slouched a touch lower in my seat so he could reach more easily. His hand made another slow pass, his palm creating heated friction that made my stomach clench.

When Nua turned in his seat to speak to him, smiling brightly, Ash whipped his hand away and back onto his own lap, a blush creeping up his bobbing throat as he swallowed and tried to pay attention.

I started shovelling my dessert into my mouth, getting it down quickly so we could leave and be alone together in the cottage. Ash managed only a few mouthfuls of his, fidgeting restlessly in his seat as he stole glances at me every few seconds. When I set down my spoon, he gave me a hopeful, expectant look.

Thankfully, my erection had subsided by the time I rose from my seat and cleared my throat. The conversation died out as everyone turned to look at me.

“I appreciate you all being here.” I managed a smile, but in my mind, Ash and I were already in the cottage. Alone. Naked. Perhaps in front of the fire, or I could bend him over the bed and pin his wrists together behind his back…

A meaningful cough from Ash made me blink, bringing me back to the present.

“Stay as long as you want,” I continued. “There are rooms ready for those of you who wish to spend the night here. And please feel free to join the festivities outside.”

To a chorus of goodbyes and congratulations—and some teasing heckles from Gillie—I took Ash’s hand and all but dragged him out of the room. As the doors closed behind us and we were left alone in the front hall, Ash slipped his arm around my waist from behind and kissed my neck.

“You know, your bedroom here is a lot closer than the cottage…”

I shivered with pleasure, but grabbed his arm and tugged him towards the front doors with a grin. “Yes, but I want my birthday presents, Oak King, and you said they’re waiting for me there.”

He laughed as I led him outside. “True. Cottage it is, then. The fire’s all ready to be lit, and I cleaned out the cauldron so we could make tea. There’s plenty of food.” He nudged me. “I know you’ll be hungry again later.”

I certainly planned on working up an appetite again, and I conveyed as much to Ash by letting my hand drift down his spine to give his ass a meaningful squeeze.

The pyre was a tower of fire below us, dancing Folk silhouetted against the flames. Shrieks of laughter and drunken singing drifted up to the palace, the scents of smoke and cooked meat and spiced wine tingling my nose.

Already, the breeze up here was beginning to turn icy, and Ash shivered as we started making our way down the steps. “You work fast. I forgot how quickly it got cold.”

“I’ll keep you warm.” I pulled him tighter against my side, tensing when some of the Folk noticed us descending from the palace and cheered, raising their cups.

Thankfully, they left us alone as we walked around the burning effigy and started heading away from the festivities. The light and music and voices began to fade until we were left in the quiet as we crossed empty fields, the frosty grass crunching under our boots.

“Have you had a good day?” Ash looked over at me with a hopeful smile, his cheeks already flushed from the chill.

“Yes.” I grinned and tipped my head back to inhale the cold air deeply, the scent of bonfire smoke still lingering. “But this is what I’ve been looking forward to.”

“Opening birthday presents?” he asked teasingly.

Laughing, I stopped and faced him, wrapping my arms around his waist. “Well of course, but also…” Leaning in to kiss him, I gave his ass a firm tap and murmured against his lips, “See if you can beat me back to the cottage, seelie.”

Before he could react, I stepped back and shifted into the wolf, then took off. His laughter followed me as I ran, steady on my three legs now, my jaw stretching into a sharp-toothed smile as the wind rippled over my fur.

By the time Ash reached the cottage, I was leaning casually against its front door with my ankles crossed.

“Perhaps you also need running lessons,” I said dryly as he came to a stop in front of me, panting lightly. “Warmed you up though, didn’t it?”

Laughing, he gave me a gentle shove as he crowded me against the door, reaching past my waist to fumble with the handle. “I can’t outrun a giant wolf.”

“Not even a three-legged one?”

He rolled his eyes, hastily pushing me back into the cottage once he’d gotten the door open. “You’re as fast as you’ve always been, and you know it.”

As he kicked the door shut behind us, I threaded my fingers through his hair and pulled him into a deep kiss. Ash’s breath caught in his throat, his cold fingers creeping under my shirt to trail up my sides as his tongue brushed against mine.

We hadn’t even made it into the living room before he was hurriedly unbuttoning my shirt, breathing faster against my mouth. I tugged up his tunic to fumble with the lacing on his trousers, my heel catching on the edge of the rug and almost making me stumble.

By the time we made it onto the bed, fingers tugging at clothes and hands roaming over bared skin and lips still crushed together in a desperate kiss, everything else had been forgotten. The coronation, the dinner, the birthday presents, even lighting the fire so we could stay warm as snow began to fall outside.

I forgot about everything but him.


Chapter Fifty

Seven years later

Ash

The vast Woods of Orna looked so small from here.

I stood on the glittering beach for a long time, staring at it just in case I never got to see it again.

I’d thought, after all this time, that I’d be calm and ready to accept my fate when this moment finally came. I’d thought I would be at peace with it.

But I wasn’t. I was angry at myself for getting trapped in this bargain all those years ago. I was angry that everything might be taken away from me again, after I’d worked so hard to forge a new life for myself.

And I was scared. I was so scared that this would be it. I was scared for myself. I was scared for Nua and Gillie, and what this might mean for them.

I was scared for Lonan, and the thought of what it would do to him if I never went back.

I hadn’t even been able to tell him I was leaving. I’d tried to circumvent my promise to keep it a secret by writing him a letter, but I hadn’t been able to get the words down, my own hand disobeying me. No one had known I would be leaving, and no one knew where I’d gone.

Maybe, if this all went terribly wrong, Gadleg would at least be able to tell Sloga what my fate had been. At least then Lonan would know. He wouldn’t spend his life looking for me, wondering what had happened to me. Wondering if I’d left because I’d wanted to escape or I hadn’t been happy with our life together.

Pressure welled at the backs of my eyes, the distant stretch of forest growing blurry. It didn’t feel fair. I was happy with my life. I was so, so happy, and now it might all come to an abrupt, lonely end because of a bargain I’d struck seven years ago when I’d been angry and desperate and wondering why I always felt so hollow.

I didn’t feel hollow anymore. I felt full—full of joy, full of purpose, full of love.

I supposed there were worse ways to feel when your life was at risk of being cut short. At least I’d be ending it on a high note.

Closing my fist around the feather pendant at my throat, I finally turned and faced Hybra. The Tiraglas tower rose from its centre, a monolith of emerald winking in the sun. The jungle-like forest ringing its base was dark and shadowed, a fine haze of pinkish-blue mist swirling around its canopy.

Gemstones crunched under my boots as I finally started walking up the beach towards the trees. At least I was dry this time. I’d been more careful crossing the fingerstones, and I’d grown stronger and more agile over the years. Never as nimble and quick-footed as Lonan though, I thought with a tiny, grief-tinged smile.

I might never get to see him again.

I didn’t let myself listen to the voices that started whispering as soon as I entered the forest, promising they’d show me all the hidden wonders of the isle, urging me to follow them, saying they had secrets they wanted to tell me. I distracted myself by thinking about the last time I’d been with Lonan, just a week ago. He’d stayed with me on seelie for two weeks, and it had been as blissful as ever right up until the night before he left, when I’d started hearing a whispering voice in my head telling me that it was time.

I hadn’t slept that night, and I hadn’t let him sleep either. I’d gorged myself on him in case it was the last time I could, and it had helped to drown out the voice that had grown louder and louder until I could barely concentrate by the morning.

He’d known something was wrong, but I hadn’t been able to tell him, so I’d tried to hide it. I’d had forced down my breakfast even though I had no appetite. I had smiled brightly at him and tried to seem cheerful as he was getting ready to leave. I had given him a deep, desperate kiss at the top of the living steps outside the palace, and clung to him for far too long when he hugged me goodbye, and told him I loved him with the faintest tremor in my voice. I hadn’t been able to say I would see him soon, because I didn’t know whether it was true or not.

I’d been fighting it all morning, but the moment he was gone, I was compelled to leave too. My feet hadn’t let me walk any other way than towards the forest—towards the northern shore. I didn’t even have my bow, just the dagger that lived permanently on my hip. I had no food and water. I’d had to forage and drink from streams during the seven long days it had taken me to get here. A day for every year that had passed.

He’d know I was missing by now. It wouldn’t have taken Nua and Gillie long to realise I’d vanished. I never, ever left to stay with Lonan without telling them first, without saying goodbye and getting my affairs in order so things continued to run smoothly on seelie while I was gone.

They’d probably sent Sanya to unseelie to check that I wasn’t there, to see if I’d perhaps decided to just go back with Lonan and hadn’t told them. Maybe they all thought I’d gotten lost in the forest. Maybe they were all out there searching for me.

My stomach cramped with guilt as the Tiraglas tower got closer. I couldn’t bear the thought of them all worrying about me, and I was potentially going to fuck up everyone’s lives because of my foolish, impulsive actions seven years ago. Nua didn’t want to be king. He and Gillie had a child now—a sweet little girl called Leandra with Nua’s big, solid green eyes and Gillie’s black hair. She was gentle and soft-spoken like Nua, but with a mischievous streak like Gillie, and she clung to Lonan every time she saw him, gazing at him in awe and telling her fathers that she wanted to marry him one day.

He adored her as much as I did. Would he stay in her life if I never got to go back? Or would he close himself off and hide away in the unseelie palace, shoving all his emotions down like he used to as a form of self-preservation, becoming cold and distant to protect himself?

Please don’t, I begged, hoping he’d somehow hear it. Please keep living even if I never come back. Please keep letting yourself feel joy and happiness. You don’t deserve to experience any more pain. You’ve lived through so much of it already.

That was what I was truly scared of, I realised, as the trees thinned out and I finally stepped into the clearing that ringed Gadleg’s tower. I was scared for myself, yes, but I was terrified for the people I’d leave behind. I was angry that they might never find out what had happened to me and would always wonder. I was wracked with guilt that I might cause all of them—Lonan, Nua, Gillie, my precious niece, even Sloga and Idony and Jora—more pain. They didn’t deserve any of it. They didn’t deserve to be forced to deal with the aftermath. It wasn’t fair.

“Right on time, Seelie King.”

My jaw clenched as I looked up and saw the mighty green serpent melting out of Tiraglas’s gleaming walls. Enormous golden-green eyes blinked open and fixed on me as she slithered down until her flat head hovered just a few feet away. As I stared into them, their colour so similar to my own, it was almost like I was looking at a monstrous version of myself.

“It’s good to see you again.” Her mouth stretched into a grotesque smile.

I was too tense to smile back. “I’m afraid I can’t say the same.”

Her tongue flickered as she hissed with laughter. “No, I suppose not. Does it offend you, mighty king, that here you are just like everyone else? Your title, your power, your strength—they’re all meaningless to me. In this moment, they have all been stripped away. You are no one special.”

An incredulous snort left me before I could stop it. “You think I don’t want to be here because I’m not special to you?”

“You tell me,” she said slyly.

“I don’t give a shit about that.” I narrowed my eyes at her. “Is this it? Are you testing me?”

“I don’t need to test you.”

“Because you already know what’s going to happen?”

“Why? Don’t you?”

Fucking fae. Even after all this time, I still thought it often when they pulled shit like this.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I frowned at her. “You said you were going to judge me. You said you’ll decide whether I’m still worthy of living.”

“And I will,” she answered demurely.

“I actually have a question about that,” I said tersely, trying not to glare at her. “Everyone says that the Higher Spirits don’t take fae life. So, what, am I the exception?”

“We don’t take fae life unless it is given.”

I took a deep breath through my nose, trying to stay calm. I no longer experienced those uncontrollable flashes of murderous rage, but I was still as hot-tempered as ever—something Lonan liked to tease me about.

“Look,” I said bluntly, “this might be the last conversation I ever have, so can we maybe just speak plainly for once? No riddles? No confusing, veiled statements I have to try and decipher?”

Gadleg hissed out a chuckle. “Alright, Oath Maker. We speak plainly.”

Slitted pupils flickering over me, she tightened and relaxed around the tower. “I will judge you, but in the face of my judgement, you will know whether you are worthy of keeping your life or giving it to me.”

“So… it’s my choice?” I asked slowly.

She laughed. “No. I told you, it’s mine.”

“But…” I scrubbed my eyes. “I don’t understand. If it’s your decision, why would I give you my life? If it’s your decision, you’d just be taking it.”

“As I told you, Oak King, we don’t take fae life.” Voice dark, she added, “But I can make you give me yours.”

A shiver rolled down my spine. “H-how?”

“Quite easily, I assure you. A simple compulsion, much like the one that forced you back here to face me.”

I clenched my jaw. “So what’s even the difference? You’re using a technicality. A loophole.”

She chuckled. “Of course I am. I am fae.”

Trying to control my temper, I tightly asked, “And how exactly do I give you my life?”

“Ah, well, in that, you will have a choice. Drink my venom or walk willingly down my throat. Both are equally painful, but digestion takes much longer. Consider the choice a mercy. Will you decide that you deserve an agonising but quick death, or a slow one that will make you suffer?”

I stared at her in horror. That was one of the most fucked up things I’d ever heard.

“Shall we begin?” she asked, hissing voice filled with sinister amusement.

My pulse leapt with unease. “Wait—”

“Hmm, where to start… Perhaps at age six, when you pushed that little boy in your class over for leaving you out of a game.”

I blinked in shock, then let out a little laugh of disbelief. “What? Are you joking?”

“Or when you were fourteen and you secretly kissed the girl your best friend was pining over.”

I was full-on laughing now as I shook my head. “Seriously, if those are the things you’re going to judge me for—”

“Or sixteen, when you shouted at your father and refused to speak to him for a week after he wouldn’t let you stay out late with your friends.”

My laughter cut off abruptly, a sharp stab of guilt making me flinch. “That… that’s not fair. I was a kid—”

“Or all those times you promised to call him but never did when you were away at university. The summer you chose, at the last minute, to stay with friends instead of going home to see him and your step-mother for the few weeks you could. They had so been looking forward to it, Acherone.”

I swallowed again, the back of my throat aching. Why did you do that? Why didn’t you spend every single second with them that you could? Why were you so stupid and selfish?

“I—I didn’t know they’d be gone so soon,” I managed to say unsteadily. “I thought I had more time with them. That’s—Everyone does stuff like that. Everyone—”

“Then let’s move on to things that not everyone does.” Gadleg’s huge eyes were fixed on me, unwavering. “When you threw that poor guard in your dungeon just for helping her friend.”

“I apologised,” I blurted. “I let her out. I wasn’t thinking clearly—”

“When you killed your birth mother.”

I stiffened, a burst of anger replacing the sorrow and guilt. “She was a terrible person. She—”

“When you killed her King of Boars.”

“He couldn’t be trusted,” I rushed out defensively. “He was obsessed with her. He… he tried to kill me—”

“When you killed all those unseelie guards because you wanted to prove something to the Carlin. They had families. Friends. Lives. Lives you relished taking from them. You even bragged about it. You were proud when you managed to kill six in one day, remember? Like it was a game you were winning.”

I flinched, the urge to defend myself rising, but guilt crept back in as I remembered those months I’d spent in the forest, hunting the Carlin’s guards like it was a sport. My festering anger had let me justify what I was doing. It had let me see them as nothing but extensions of her—victories that I could take against her after she’d taken everything from me.

“When you shot that poor, defenceless broon in the head just to save your own skin from the Brid.”

My breath left me in a shaky rush as the guilt froze me in place. I couldn’t defend myself over that even if I wanted to. It still haunted me.

“When you hunted Balor in the forest and cut off his head to keep as a trophy.”

“No,” I burst out, hands clenching into fists. “He was evil. He deserved to—”

“Ah, so you think yourself a god? You think you have the right to decide whether another is still worthy of living?”

“No,” I blurted again. “No I don’t. I don’t think that. But he—”

A terrible, ground-trembling roar from far away ripped through the air, cutting off my words and making me jump out of my skin. I stumbled back in fear, convinced that Gadleg was about to swallow me whole despite the terms of our deal, before I realised she hadn’t moved. It wasn’t her who’d made that sound.

Another roar made my breath catch. It sounded like the earth was splitting open and crying out in gut-wrenching pain. For some reason, it made my eyes water.

“What is that?” I whispered.

“Your king is looking for you.”

“Wh-what?” I cringed when I heard the sound again, looking around frantically. “Lonan? That’s Lonan?”

Before Gadleg could say anything else, I ran for the nearest tree and hoisted myself up onto a thick branch, wobbling only a little as I stood to see over the canopy. When the mainland became visible far in the distance, I choked out a stunned breath.

A dragon. A fucking dragon, looking huge and terrifying even from here. Its black scales shimmered with purple and gold, iridescent in the sun as it swooped low over the forest, then flapped its enormous wings to lift higher into the air. I could see its head turning constantly, scouring the trees beneath it.

It—he—roared again like he was in agony. It was raw with fury and pain, but the next terrible sound he let out was lower. Mournful. It echoed over the forest, filling the sky.

“He’s been searching the forest for days,” Gadleg told me. “Desperately calling out for you. He is starting to lose hope.”

No. My mouth trembled, hot tears blurring my vision. I tried to shout his name, even though I knew he’d never be able to hear me from here, but I couldn’t get the word out. It got stuck in my throat.

“We’re not done, Hunter King,” Gadleg rasped from her tower.

The compulsion to see our bargain through to the end overwhelmed me, forcing me back down the tree even as I desperately tried to get one last look at him.

I’m sorry, I thought, my legs shaking as I returned to my place in front of Gadleg so my fate could be decided.

“Your king has very apt timing,” she said with a sly smile. “Let us move on, shall we? To when you vowed to forget him.”

I flinched, unable to look at her, not wanting to see those frighteningly familiar eyes as she forced me to face every terrible thing I had done.

“When you vowed to forget the person who loves you so deeply, who has loved you for most of your life, who needed you because he had nothing else to keep himself from crumbling into dust. Yet you could turn your back on him so easily.”

I shuddered, wrapping my arms around myself as if they would fend off her words. “I—I was hurt and angry. I thought he—”

“You vowed to forget him because you wanted to hurt him. And you did.”

My mouth trembled, a tear dripping down my cheek. “B-but I thought he’d—”

“Do you know how many years it had been since he’d let himself cry before that night? He couldn’t stop after that. He had lost the only thing that mattered to him because you were angry. He suffered because of what you did. He felt nothing but pain and despair for months because of you.”

“Stop it,” I choked out, more tears falling. “Stop. Why are you—”

“And when you got him back, you tried to bend him to your will because you knew you could, didn’t you? Because you knew he would do anything for you, even if it meant he suffered.”

“No,” I shouted tearfully. “That’s not true. You know that’s not true. You’re lying.”

“Whether you meant to or not, you hurt him.”

I was shaking, painful sobs tearing from my throat. Covering my face with my hands, I wept as every terrible thing I had done teemed in my brain like a swarm of angry insects, forcing me to remember all of them.

My knees buckled and hit the earth. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“Are you?”

“Yes,” I sobbed. “I didn’t mean to hurt him. I didn’t mean to—”

“And yet here you are, hurting him yet again. Do you think he would be better off without you, Acherone?”

The question made me choke on a breath. “I-I don’t kn-know.”

Maybe he would.

“Do you think, after hearing all these things, that you are still worthy of living?”

My blood ran cold. I stared blankly at the ground and flinched when Lonan let out a heartbroken roar in the distance.

Sniffing wetly, I whispered, “I don’t know.”

“Then let us keep going.”

My head shot up to gaze at her pleadingly through tear-blurred eyes. “N-no, wait—”

“For a while, you were very close to becoming just like the Brid, weren’t you?” Gadleg hissed. “If only she had been forced to face my judgement like you are.”

My hectic breaths began to slow just a little as I stared at her, blinking hard to clear my vision. Still unsteady, I got to my feet and locked my trembling knees.

“Is that why you’re doing this?” My voice shook. “Is that why you asked for this? Because you thought I’d become like her and you’d get to punish me for it?”

“I have no desire to punish you, Acherone. I am merely playing my part in the bargain we struck.”

I swiped my streaming eyes. “Then why are you only making me remember the bad things I’ve done? You said you’d judge me on everything, not just the bad things. So… so judge me on the good things too.”

There was a pause before Gadleg huffed, hot air steaming from her nostrils. “I was getting there, Seelie King.”

“Oh.” I flushed, hastily scrubbing my nose with my sleeve. “S-sorry.”

“You worked very hard to not become just like the Brid,” she continued, sounding amused. “And you succeeded. You have made things better for the seelie Folk. For all Folk. You are kind and fair. You try to help them as much as you can.”

I was struggling to pull myself back together after being reduced to nothing but the ugliest parts of me, but the tears slowly stopped falling as I stood there in silence.

“You almost lost yourself to your anger for a while, but in the end, you didn’t. That is why I asked for this in our bargain, Acherone. When you came here to collect my venom, you were on the cusp of veering down a path that would have made this world a very, very different place from what it is now.”

“You… you mean if I’d let myself become like her? Like the Brid?” I whispered.

“Yes. And though you didn’t, I am still compelled to obey the terms of our bargain just as much as you. To judge you on everything, including the bad. It just so happens that the bad turned out to be not quite as bad as it could have been.”

I shuddered, wrapping my arms around myself. “It doesn’t feel that way.”

“I assure you, it could have been much, much worse.”

Those words made my heart rate finally calm. I let out a slow breath, some of the tension leaving me.

“You have strived to be better, Ash,” Gadleg said, voice gentler now. “When we struck our bargain, I saw two very different versions of you standing in front of me in this moment. I am glad that this is the one who returned.”

My shoulders sagged with relief. I felt stripped raw, but as I wiped my eyes, I asked, “So this is… the good version of me?”

“No one can be reduced to simply good or bad, but this is the version of you that tries to be good. So, Acherone.” She shifted around her tower before settling again, watching me closely. “Do you think, after hearing all these things, that you are still worthy of living?”

I stared at her in silence, wondering if there was a wrong answer. But then a sense of peace washed over me. She had exposed all my fears, all my regrets, all the terrible things that still sometimes kept me awake at night. The hurt I’d caused. The innocent people I’d killed. The constant, churning worry that no matter what I did, one day I might still become as vile and selfish and bloodthirsty as the Brid. That it was inevitable.

But she was right. I tried to be better, to be good. I tried so hard to make everyone around me happy, to do the right thing. I was allowed to fuck up. Everyone fucked up. Everyone made poor decisions and terrible mistakes.

I took a deep breath, still not sure if this was a trick, but knowing there was only one answer I could give honestly.

“Yes,” I told Gadleg, my voice coming out steadier than I thought it would.

She was silent for a long moment, until her tongue flickered out to taste the air. “I agree.”

Tension I hadn’t even realised I’d been carrying for the last seven years melted away in a rush. My whole body sagged, breath shuddering out of me as I scrubbed my face with trembling hands.

“Our bargain has been fulfilled on both ends. Go and live your life in peace, Acherone.” She paused as a faint roar echoed over the sea from the mainland. “Perhaps sooner rather than later, before your king burns down the forest searching for you.”

I let out a shaky laugh, reaching up to clutch my feather pendant. “I will.”

“And be careful crossing the fingerstones on the way back.”

I paused. “Would they be able to kill me?”

“No, but if you fall, you will wish they could. Death would be preferable to an eternity of drowning at the bottom of the sea with the creatures that wait there.”

Shivering, I turned to face the trees. “I’ll be careful.”

There was no way in hell I was going to let that be my fate after getting through this.
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It was dark when I finally waded onto the shore, tired and hungry and thirsty, and trying not to think about how long Orna might make my walk back.

The dragon had vanished while I made the perilous journey across the fingerstones, swooping down into the forest and disappearing from sight. I kept wondering where he was as I leapt from boulder to boulder. Wondering what he was doing. Hoping he wasn’t furious or distraught or closing himself off already thanks to my sudden disappearance.

Soaking wet from my final brief swim to the northern shore, I trudged up the beach and collapsed against the side of a boulder, tipping my head back while I caught my breath.

It was over.

I didn’t want to move, exhaustion blanketing me as I closed my eyes. But after giving myself a minute, I clambered to my feet, shoving my wet curls back with a sandy hand.

Then I cupped both hands around my mouth and called, “Lonan!”

I had no idea where he was, but something was telling me to do it. Something was telling me that he’d be able to hear me.

“Lonan!” I shouted again.

The forest was silent, only the gentle crash of waves coming from the empty shore behind me. Then I jumped out of my skin when an ear-splitting roar filled the air.

An enormous dark shape rose from the forest, blocking out the moon for a brief moment. I saw jagged wings spread wide, a narrow neck and tapered head, black scales that gleamed in the moonlight as Lonan roared again, this one filled with desperation.

“Lonan!” I screamed his name until my voice was raw, letting him follow it. The sound of powerful wings flapping filled the air, the trees rustling in great ripples from the force, getting louder and louder until the huge beast appeared over the forest.

Solid-black eyes flared in the dark, before he was swooping down with immense speed. Lonan shifted just before he hit the sand, stumbling as he ran towards me, his eyes wild with fear and panic.

“Ash.” He almost knocked me over as he slammed into me, arms squeezing me painfully tight.

I buried my face in his neck, fingers clawing at the back of his shirt. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t tell you where I was going. I’m sorry.”

“Are you alright?” He pulled back and cupped my face, worried eyes scanning over me. “Are you hurt?”

“No, I’m fine.” I clutched the front of his shirt, a watery smile tilting my mouth. “I’m fine.”

He let out a shuddering breath, eyes briefly closing in relief. When he opened them again, his gaze slid over to Hybra—just a small dark blot in the distance—and grew wary. “You went there?”

“Yes. I had to because of the deal I made with Gadleg for her venom. I couldn’t tell you about it. I’m sorry.”

He tensed, grabbing my hand and pulling me further up the beach, like he wanted to get me as far away from the isle as possible. “Is it done?”

“Yes.” I smiled at him, pure relief making me sag. “It’s done.”

He nodded once, relaxing slightly against me, his dark eyes solemn as he gently pushed my wet hair back from my face. “No more deals with the Higher Spirits, Oak King. For either of us.”

I chuckled unsteadily, shifting closer to wrap my arms around his neck. “Sounds good.”

“And no more vanishing,” he murmured before kissing me soundly, smiling against my mouth. “You turned some of my hairs white.”

I broke the kiss with a laugh. “No way.”

“Yes.” His mouth twitched. “I found them.”

“You’re only twenty-nine! You’ve got centuries left. I don’t believe it.”

“You know I can’t lie, Oak King,” he said with a tiny smile, then wrapped his arm around me to lead me into the forest. “Let’s go home so I can show you. And get you dry.”

I flushed, glancing down at my dripping front. Lonan’s shirt was almost as wet as mine now. The thought of a bath and hot food was making me sag into his side. It felt like I could sleep for days.

“To the cottage?” I asked hopefully. It was still the place we went to be alone together, when we both wanted a break from the courts and everything else.

“Yes. I’ll send word to Nua and Gillie that you’re safe. I’ll call back all my guards, and they can call back yours.”

I squirmed with discomfort at the thought of both courts out there searching for me, of how worried my brother and Gillie must be. “Sorry.”

“I know what bargains with the Higher Spirits are like.” He leaned over to kiss my cheek. “You’re back. You’re safe. Nothing else matters.”

“So… a dragon, huh?” I asked as we walked between the trees, everything still and dark and quiet around us. “That’s a new one.”

He huffed. “Well, you can control all snakes but Gadleg. I hoped it would let you summon me if you were hurt or trapped somewhere.” He smiled over at me. “And it worked.”

It had. I melted into his side, resting my cheek on his shoulder, my eyes sliding shut as I let him lead me through the forest.


Epilogue

Many, many years later

Ash

“So what are we playing for, if not favours?”

Taking Lonan’s hand, I side-eyed him with a salacious grin as we walked towards the towering oak tree in the centre of the empty meadow.

“I can think of a few ideas.”

He huffed, his mouth tipped up into an amused smile. “Let’s hear them then, Oak King.”

“Well, I mean, I haven’t thought of them yet,” I said with a chuckle. “But anything that involves you being completely naked is a contender.”

“If we were back at the cottage or the palace instead of in this field, I could already be naked,” he pointed out, bring us to a stop as we reached the tree sitting alone in the centre of the unseelie meadow, purple heather blanketing the ground and wildflowers swaying in the gentle breeze.

The air smelled faintly of lavender and smoke, and the late afternoon sky was swirled with pale pink and lilac. I always loved unseelie during the Mild Months—warm and alive, but without the sometimes-stifling heat that settled over seelie land in the summer.

Chuckling, I turned to face Lonan and slid my palms under his loose white shirt to stroke his sides. “Remember when we did this? Here? And that night, we argued on the walk back to the cottage, before you…”

“I remember, Oak King.” Lonan gave me a wry smile, hands creeping onto my ass and tugging me closer until our hips were flush. “We could just skip the game and get straight to that part. Without the arguing, of course.”

“Indulge me. It’ll be fun to do it again when we’re actually on an even footing and you don’t just let me win.” Smirking, I asked, “Did you do it just so you’d get to tussle with me?”

He flushed, but raised one brow in a haughty expression before admitting, “I did get hard when you were on top of me. I was humiliated.”

“What?” I burst out laughing. “You never told me that.”

“You never asked,” he shot back with a sly smile, then leaned in to press a soft kiss to the corner of my mouth. “Still just as beautiful as you were that day.”

“So are you.” I grinned and reached up to finger one of the strands of white that now streaked his black hair. “You just had a little less white in your hair then.”

He gave me a stern look. “Don’t forget that you gave me my first white hair when you disappeared for over a week on your little jaunt to Hybra.”

“I haven’t forgotten.”

Lonan smiled to let me know he was only teasing, lifting a hand to cup my jaw. He smoothed his thumb over my chin. “So, Oak King. What are we playing for?”

I didn’t answer at first, my gaze too busy roaming over his wonderfully familiar face. He had aged—we both had—but he still looked youthful and as beautiful as the first time I’d ever seen him. He was still pale, but there was a flush of pink and a smattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose from the two weeks he’d just spent with me on seelie. The white strands in his hair and the crinkles that appeared at the corners of his eyes when he smiled were the only things that gave a hint of his true age. I loved them. They were a wonderful reminder of all the years I’d gotten to spend with him, and a peaceful reassurance that there were still many, many more left.

“I don’t know,” I finally said with a sheepish smile. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead when I dragged you out here.”

“Hmm. Something simple then, so we don’t stand here for hours bickering over the right prize.” He tapped my chin, then gave me a wicked grin as he smoothed his thumb over my lower lip. “How about a kiss?”

Even though I had kissed him thousands upon thousands of times over the years, my pulse leapt with excitement. “Yes.”

“Then it’s a deal.” He gave me a sly smile. “Fight well, Seelie King.”

I grinned and stepped back. “And you. Now, clothes off.”

Lonan froze in the middle of tying back his long hair. “Pardon?”

“You don’t remember all those ‘fae lessons’ you gave me that you insisted I be naked for?” I smirked at him and gestured around us at the empty field. “I’ve only done this the once, years ago, and I was shit at it. So I think this counts as a lesson, don’t you?”

“Acherone.” His husky voice was stern, which made me shiver. He knew what it did to me when he called me that. “The Folk cannot stumble across their kings naked in a field.”

I huffed and rolled my eyes. “As if we haven’t almost been caught in a similar situation hundreds of times already. And no one comes out here anyway. They definitely won’t today. They’re all getting ready for Idony and Sanya’s joint birthday party.”

The pair were now old friends who loved spending time together when Sanya visited unseelie. They would go for long walks in the forest, foraging and visiting Orna’s market, or spend time with Sloga in his sidhe. The Higher Spirit was rarely without visitors. Lonan and I often spent long evenings with him, staying up late to eat and talk and hear his never-ending supply of stories from the history of his long, long life.

“Ah yes, the party.” Lonan placed his hands on his hips and shook his head. “So you ask me to strip naked in a field on the one day all our friends and family are just a short distance away.”

I chuckled. “They won’t all be here yet. Nua and Gillie have to track down our wild niece in the forest first. And you know Odran is incapable of turning up on time to anything.”

“So you came somewhat prepared, at least.” He smirked at me. “I see you are already armed with a list of reasons for why taking my clothes off would be a sound idea.”

“Always,” I said solemnly, then grinned as I took a step back and started unbuttoning my shirt. “Come on, Holly King. You’re probably going to be in animal form most of the time anyway. If anyone comes here, all they’ll see is me running around naked being chased by a wolf, or with a bird circling my head.”

A throaty laugh left him as he reached for the buttons of his white shirt. “A compromise then—shirts off. The trousers stay on. Until later,” he added with a sly smile.

“Deal,” I said quickly as I dumped my shirt on the ground and stretched, tilting my head back to soak in the sun. Bending down, I tugged off my boots and socks so I could feel the cool grass under my feet.

Lonan’s shirt landed on top of mine. I quickly straightened to look at him, my belly tightening with lust as I took in his strong but lean frame. The acorn pendant I had given him so long ago still rested in the hollow of his throat, the metal now tarnished with wear. The tiny feather hanging from my neck was still as black as ever, despite how often I absentmindedly rubbed it while deep in thought.

“Ready, Oak King? The prize is a kiss.”

I grinned, rolling my neck to loosen it. “Yes.”

“Let’s begin then.”

He gave me one last secret smile, and as he turned, I caught a glimpse of his back. The scars from his childhood were no longer visible, now completely covered by the tiny feathers etched into his skin like wings. Only a few of the black ones could still be seen. The rest were hidden by a burst of gold, hundreds of them, all gleaming bright in the sun before he shifted into the crow and flew away.

I watched Lonan soar through the air, too busy smiling to even play the game.


Author’s Note

Thank you for reading the final instalment in Ash and Lonan’s love story. I’m sorry that I once again went heavy on the pain, but it all worked out in the end.

My favourite thing about writing this trilogy, I think, is Lonan’s growth and becoming his own real person—no longer just a shell filled by the Carlin’s orders. He ends up finding peace quicker and more completely than Ash. It’s what our ultimate dark-haired sad boy deserves.

There were a lot of loose ends to tie up in this book, but I hope that makes it fun to go back and find all the little hints in the previous two books, if you ever decide to reread them. I think the main themes of this book ended up being, although they could be regarded as being somewhat contradictory, vengeance and acceptance—acceptance of pain, life, mistakes and self. Some parts were hard to write, others satisfying (cough the Carlin’s death).
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