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  For Steve.

I’d do anything for you too.




Strong arms weaken.

Beauty fades.

Love endures.










Content Warning

This book includes adult themes, violence, strong language and explicit sex scenes. 

Please consider your own psychological safety when reading.







  
    
      “Why should I fear death?

If I am, death is not.

If death is, I am not. 

Why should I fear that which can only exist when I do not?”


    

    
      Epicurus
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The peace of the living is temporary.

There’s only one kind of peace that’s eternal, but she’s not quite ready for Tír Tairngire just yet.

Lucile Taylor was born into this war, but she still hopes for a day when she and Jacob can live together in safety, when the bloodshed and fear and violence will come to an end.

Until then, she searches for transient moments of stillness. She enjoys snatched minutes of silence between the low drone of passing airships and the seemingly ceaseless rattle of distant gunfire.

And she says daily thanks to the Great Serpent for granting her the gift of life, when so many of the people she’s cared about are already dead and long gone.

Lucile knows she has much to be grateful for, but she aches for Jacob.

Without him, she can never be whole.

Go to your farm, I’ll meet you there.

Lucile’s farm is small and tumbledown.

The farmhouse and surrounding outbuildings are made of pale pinkish-grey stone, rough-hewn and pitted from exposure. A few chickens peck at the dirt in the yard, grubbing for crumbs and bugs. There’s a well in the centre of the plot and a cool, clear stream runs out back, a few metres inside the boundary walls.

Lucile is mostly self-sufficient, sowing and growing her own crops, but she goes down to the forest each day to gather from the wild fruits, nuts and seeds that grow there.

Sometimes she finds mushrooms.

If she’s really lucky she comes back with Moonflowers, the psychoactive fungus she uses as an entheogen to soothe her nightmare-troubled sleep.

It used to help her hear the Great Serpent’s voice, but Serpentissima has been quiet for weeks now. Even though she’s Eamhain’s last High Priest, Lucile’s prayers have been answered only with silence.

Nonetheless, Lucile knows she just needs to be patient.

The mother snake will speak again when she’s ready.

“Well, Sammy, are you coming?” Lucile asks, grabbing her basket.

The shaggy brown and white dog gives an excited woof and follows her out of the house, to the narrow track beyond the boundary wall. They walk together down the hill, the cool bite of the late autumn breeze cutting across the fallow field and chilling Lucile’s skin. She pulls her coat more tightly about her and inhales the earthy scent of the damp loam beneath her feet.

The clean smell after it rains.

The petrichor scent of the most powerful form of Sídhe draíocht.

The High King’s magic.

Jacob.

Go to your farm, I’ll meet you there.

It’s been days, perhaps weeks, since she shifted out of USUK’s bunker and Jacob still hasn’t come for her. Lucile doesn’t know what’s delayed him, but she’s kept herself busy stocking food and firewood for the winter.

He’ll come.

She knows he will.

He’d never make her a promise he didn’t intend to keep.

What’s more important than us?

Lucile is about halfway down the hill when she sees him, a lone soldier breaking the cover of the trees and advancing up the path towards her.

Sammy barks and bolts down the track towards the newcomer, while Lucile drops her basket carelessly to the ground and sprints after him, careening wildly down the slope and throwing herself into Jacob’s waiting arms.

“Ana,” she murmurs against his shoulder, almost sobbing with relief. “It’s been so long… I didn’t know if something had happened to you, if I should shift back and try to find you.”

Jacob holds Lucile and strokes her hair. He presses her tight against his chest, as though he’s afraid she’ll disappear.

“I’m sorry I’m late.” He kisses her hair, her cheeks, her lips. “I’m so sorry.”

Lucile returns his kiss, covering his mouth with her own and welcoming his tongue between her teeth.

There have been nights, alone in the cottage, when she wondered if she’d ever know his touch again. Sometimes she’d even questioned if he was actually real at all, if meeting him hadn’t just been a dream or some mushroom-induced hallucination.

But now that he’s here, now that Lucile’s back in Jacob’s big arms, she knows that everything’s going to be okay. She knows he’s real and, in his warm embrace, she knows that she’s real too.

Jacob is good and honest and true.

Sammy barks again enthusiastically and jumps up at Lucile’s legs.

She laughs and steps back, takes Jacob’s hand.

“And who’s this?” He peers down at the dog.

His question is a simple one, but Lucile sees something complex in his face. When he looks at her, his eyes are troubled, the frigid grey-blue of a stormy sea.

There’s something magical about his gaze, about his ability to broadcast an emotion with a look that’s more articulate than any speech. It’s not draíocht, but an entirely different kind of enchantment, one of the many qualities that makes Jacob so special to her.

“This is Sammy.” Lucile ruffles the fur around the dog’s ears and the spaniel wags his shaggy tail in response. “My parents brought him across when we came through the shift.”

“I see.” Jacob lowers his hand for the dog to sniff and gives him a cautious pat on the back.

“Come on.” Lucile leads them both up the path towards the farm. “I’ve got nettle tea in the kitchen and there’s stew cooking. Are you hungry?”

“I could eat,” Jacob murmurs, somewhat noncommittally.

Lucile glances back over her shoulder and sees him frown at the buildings up ahead.

Whatever he’s thinking, she’s sure he’ll tell her all about it when they’re comfortably seated at the kitchen table. She’s not worried; they have no secrets from each other.

Together, they can make everything right.

What’s more important than us, Lucile?

They pass through the rickety wooden gate and Sammy scampers off after the chickens, barking and growling and chasing the fowl across the courtyard, towards the ramshackle barn.

Lucile watches him go and shakes her head.

He never catches the birds, but he has fun trying.

“Silly beast,” she chuckles.

When they reach the house, Lucile shoulders the door open and shrugs out of her Fen coat. The kitchen is warm from the heat of the fire, and she doesn’t need more than her shorts and shirt while she’s bustling about making tea and preparing food for them to eat.

“The place looks good.” Jacob glances round the small room and comes to sit at the table. “You’ve been busy since you left.”

“I knew you’d come.” Lucile sighs contentedly, weeks of tension easing from her muscles. “I wanted to make sure we have everything we need for the winter.”

“So I see.” Jacob eyes the stack of neatly chopped wood next to the fireplace and the pantry that’s stocked to bursting.

He peers around as though committing the space to memory or seeing it all for the first time. He takes in every tiny detail, down to the pits in the stones and the melted candles that burn at odd intervals on narrow shelves cut directly into the walls.

Lucile loves that about Jacob, the way he sees absolutely everything. It’s a skill he acquired on the battlefield, but it’s also a part of who he is: patient, meticulous.

“Tea?” Lucile holds out a stone mug and Jacob accepts it from her with a small smile.

“Thanks.” He takes a sip, and she moves to sit opposite him.

“So, what’s been happening at the bunker?” she asks.

“You remember being there?” Jacob seems surprised.

“Of course.” Lucile sips at her own cup. “I mean, it was awful. I know you wanted the president taken alive, but I guess that’s what happens sometimes.”

Jacob’s brows furrow.

Lucile puts her mug down on the table. She reaches out and covers his free hand with hers, strokes the rough skin of his palm with her slim fingers.

“I know she was family, Jacob, no matter what she’d done. I’m sorry she got caught in the crossfire.” She gives his hand a gentle squeeze. “There were so many bullets flying around though, so much confusion, I’m not surprised she got hit.”

“Caught in the crossfire, huh?” Jacob looks up at her through his dark lashes, a line of tension pinching the fine, white scar that runs across his face.

The scar she gave him.

Lucile nods. “Was it just one bullet in the end, or…?”

She leaves it hanging and, when he doesn’t reply, she lets go of his hand and picks up her tea again.

“I’m sure you don’t want to talk about it.” She takes another sip.

“Not right now,” Jacob agrees.

He studies her face with a peculiar intensity.

It’s a very Jacob thing to be doing and Lucile smiles. She isn’t sure what he’s looking for, but she’s really glad he’s finally here. They can talk later about everything that’s going on in the bunker, in the rest of Eamhain.

Right now, all they need is each other.

What’s more important than us?

“Here.” Lucile shoves a plate of bread and cheese towards him.

“Thanks.” Jacob breaks off some of the malted brown loaf and a bit of cheese, sandwiches them together.

Lucile does the same.

“This is good.” He sounds surprised and eyes the food almost suspiciously. “Really good.”

“I did live here alone for years before we met, you know,” Lucile points out. “I had to eat.”

“You did.” He swallows and nods. “You remember? You remember how we met?”

“Of course.” She smiles at him, shaking her head, confused by all the strange questions.

Then again, she’s often confused by the things humans say and do. They aren’t like Fens. They have a way of making everything difficult, complicating even simple things.

“Tell me,” Jacob encourages, swallowing another bite of his sandwich. “Remind me how our love story began.”

The corner of his mouth quirks in the familiar smile that she knows so well, and the hint of a dimple appears in his right cheek.

Lucile adores that dimple. It tells her when he’s genuinely happy, and seeing Jacob genuinely happy is the one thing in the world she values more than anything else.

“You saved me from USUK soldiers.” She sips her tea, continues munching the bread. “We both got captured, of course, by Nolan’s men, but we escaped and warned the Fens about the attack on the Holy Mountains.”

A sudden jolt goes through her.

The Holy Mountains.

USUK destroyed the Holy Mountains.

Airships came and dropped bombs.

Defela and the Fenlings died, and the High Priests left.

For a moment everything seems to blur and twist: the kitchen table, the walls of the cottage, the warmth of the fire. Everything shimmers and becomes uncertain, faint, illusory. It all has the quality of some vague and tangled dream, a mirage or a memory, not reality at all.

“USUK destroyed the Holy Mountains,” Lucile says, shaking her head.

That was real.

“Lucile?” The fear in Jacob’s voice brings her back to herself, back to the safety of her cosy kitchen. “Lucile, are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” She pinches between her eyes. “I just suddenly have the worst headache.”

“Okay.” Jacob stands up from his chair, comes round the table and helps her to her feet. “Let’s get you lying down.”

He scoops her up in his arms, as easily as if she were a small child, and cradles her against his chest.

Lucile loops her arms round his neck and buries her head against his shoulder. She breathes in the familiar scent of pine and gun oil, the clean air after it rains — the uniquely Jacob smell that tells her that she’s safe, she’s home.

“The bedroom’s through here, right?” Jacob carries her along the short corridor towards the cloth door at the other end of the house.

“You know it is.” She blinks up at him, nestling the side of her head against his black t-shirt. “I know we’ve been away for a while, but you’ve slept here enough times.”

“Of course,” Jacob murmurs. “It’s been a busy few weeks.”

He really must’ve been run ragged to forget such a simple detail. It’s not like him at all. Jacob’s the most efficient and capable person Lucile has ever met, and his confusion makes her feel guilty for not going to find him. He could probably have used her support, especially after losing his grandmother.

Lucile should’ve stayed with him, should’ve comforted him. As always, she’s so much less than he deserves, her response to him never as thoughtful as his is to her.

Someday she’s going to have to do something about that.

I’d do anything for you.

“I love you.” Lucile tries to convey, with those three words, her apology for not being there for him when he obviously needed her.

Jacob’s stride hitches for just a step.

“I love you too, Lucile,” he says, in a voice that’s strangely thick, heavy with something that might be regret.

And that makes Lucile a little nervous.

He’s the one sure thing in her life.

Jacob’s love is real.

He makes her real.

Without him, Lucile isn’t sure who or what she is.

Jacob carries her into the small bedroom and sets her down on the bed as carefully as he might a live grenade.

Lucile squints through the aura of her migraine at walls that are slightly crooked, as though the angles where the corners and the ceiling join aren’t quite right.

Then she blinks a couple of times, and the impression vanishes, but she has the strangest feeling, a nagging sensation that something is wrong.

She doesn’t know where this headache came from, but it’s certainly playing tricks on her perception.

For a moment, just the briefest second, she could’ve sworn she’d seen this house destroyed by the flames of a Nitro bomb.

“Stay with me?” Lucile reaches out a hand to Jacob as he tucks her under the rough blankets on the low, stone cot.

“Of course.” He smiles gently at her, sits on the edge of the bed and strokes her forehead as though she has a fever. “I’m not going anywhere, Lucile.”

“Hold me?” she whispers.

“Try and stop me.” Jacob lies down next to her and drapes an arm protectively over her chest.

Stop me.

An image of Vox flashes into Lucile’s mind.

The blond man looming above her, his pelvis pressed hard and insistent against hers. 

I’m inside your head now, little witch.

Vox stripping her naked in a small holding cell in the bunkers back on Earth, touching her intimately whilst Jacob is forced to watch, powerless, tied to a chair.

You needed to be pushed.

Their lips coming together, his hands on her body.

Something like fire burning through her, longing that she shouldn’t feel for him.

She deserves this.

Lucile sits bolt upright on the bed.

The bedroom shimmers and blurs.

The walls shake and move, warp and twist, as though disturbed by a quake.

“Lucile?” There’s a note of panic in Jacob’s voice and his hand on her shoulder has a kind of urgency. “Lay down Lucile. Come on, lay down here with me.”

His fingers tighten and he encourages her back down to the straw-stuffed mattress.

Lucile allows him to guide her, then turns onto her side so she can look at him and try to work out why he’s so alarmed.

“I’ve got you, Lucile,” Jacob murmurs, kissing her forehead. “You’re safe.”

I’ve got you, Taylor.

I’ve always got you.

She was naked.

Naked in Vox’s arms and his hands were on her.

There’s gonna come a time, Taylor, when you’re gonna beg me for this.

Heat pounds between Lucile’s legs, yearning for Vox, a confused sensation of wanting with no logic or reason behind it.

At least, no reason she can remember.

You’re gonna beg…

“Kiss me, Jacob.” Lucile’s headache recedes, the pain replaced by a sudden and intense lust.

She reaches for him with her lips and Jacob’s heavy hand settles on the back of her neck, his fingertips lightly caressing the burned and scarred skin there.

Lucile shuffles a little closer to him, so their bodies are touching.

His eyes go hot and his lids heavy.

Desire rolls off him as though it were draíocht, as he broadcasts his need for her with a thought that’s louder than a shout.

It’s a thought she almost hears.

A thought that’s nearly as clear as speech, as though the boundaries between them, where Jacob ends and she begins, have become as blurred and hazy as the cottage walls.

“What are you waiting for?” Lucile’s words are barely more than a whisper.

Jacob hesitates.

Again, he studies her face with that peculiar intensity.

She isn’t sure what he hopes to find there, but she’s done with being patient — she’s waited weeks for him already.

Before she met Jacob, Lucile didn’t know what it meant to connect with another human, to be a woman with a man, but now she does.

She is Jacob’s woman.

He is her man, and she needs him desperately.

She needs him right now.

Lucile presses herself against Jacob’s firm torso and he rolls onto his back, pulling her over on top of him, one arm about her shoulders and the other round her waist, pinning her to him.

She plants her palms on the solid muscle of his chest and covers his lips with her own. She kisses him urgently, hungrily, but he’s holding back.

Lucile can sense there’s something wrong by the reticence in his lips, and she’s stung by his lack of enthusiasm.

“Jacob?” She pauses, searching the depths of his beautiful blue eyes.

Eyes that have sometimes turned black.

Lucile sits up, straddling him, and his hands go to the outside of her thighs.

His touch is gentle, tentative, almost as though he’s afraid.

Jacob has never acted like this with her.

He’s always been considerate, but never cautious.

She stares into his cerulean gaze and sees the faintest tinge of darkness at the edges of his irises, the hint of Sídhe.

Black eyes.

Black eyes when he opened the container door and found her with Vox.

What was she doing in the dark with Vox?

Vox, holding her under running water while she sobbed.

Vox, stripping her naked and scrubbing the blood from her skin and hair.

Blood.

Whose blood?

Red.

Red water turning pinkish and running away into the drain, bits of tissue and gore blocking the grate.

Vox looking at her with pity instead of lust.

Pity for what?

I’ve got you.

“Lucile?” Jacob’s voice is fearful.

She’s glowing, but the green flame illuminating her body is tinged with darkness at the edges, the same way Jacob’s eyes are.

“Lucile?” Jacob’s grip on her thighs becomes firm.

There’s a familiar prickle of electric where his hands contact the bare skin of her legs, the jolt of static that always runs through her when she’s near him or in the presence of other High Fae.

Magic calling to magic.

Did it ever occur to you that the electric, the tingling, the fluttering in your heart, is what being in love feels like?

“Jacob,” Lucile gasps, and lowers her mouth to his, need consuming her once again.

Whatever magic they are, they were meant to be together. There’s darkness in her, but there’s also darkness in him.

She’d once believed that she was the light, but now she realises that they both move in the shadows as well as the sun. They’re the same, two halves of one whole, and, right now, Lucile wants exactly that. She wants them not to be two people anymore, but one.

She kisses Jacob fiercely, aggressively, possessively, and reaches a hand down between them to unfasten his belt.

“Lucile, wait,” he pleads, between rough kisses. “Wait.”

“No.”

Lucile raises her arms above her head and shakes her long hair back over her shoulders. She wills her shirt and shorts and boots to be gone, so that she’s naked and glowing and glorious astride him.

Almost her entire body is covered with intricate Ferrishyn designs, patterns that loop and swirl and hug the curves of her figure as though they were organic, always a part of her.

She believes now that they probably were.

Lucile might’ve been born human, but she was always going to be this. She was always supposed to be exactly what and where she is right now.

The Great Serpent is within her.

Serpentissima’s magic runs through her.

She’s connected to every living thing in Eamhain.

It was always going to be like this.

***

“Shit,” Jacob breathes, drinking in every curve and swell, and absorbing the chaotic energy rolling off Lucile.

Against his better judgement, Jacob wants her just as much as she wants him.

She’s waited weeks for this but so has he.

He wishes he hadn’t left it so long to come to her, but there were things he had to do, things he had to get in place to make it safe to bring her back to the bunker.

Lucile isn’t herself right now, that much is abundantly clear, and she’s a danger to both herself and others.

But no matter how anxious Jacob is for her, Lucile is still the most beautiful woman he’s ever seen and, right now, she’s naked and rocking her hips on top of him, demanding his attention.

In spite of himself, Jacob grows hard beneath her, between her spread legs.

They’ve been apart for far too long.

If Lucile is desperate for him, he’s just as desperate for her.

She makes a cutting gesture with her left hand and tears Jacob’s clothes from him, flinging the shreds of his black USUK uniform across the room, so that he’s left just as naked as she is.

His skin is illuminated by the soft silvery-blue of his draíocht, the light emanating from the intricate Ferrishyn designs that outline every muscle of his torso and hug the myriad tiny scars that cover him.

Mementos of the battles he’s fought.

Scars he could’ve erased with magic, but that he chose to keep as a reminder of what he is: human.

Fallible.

But Lucile adores every single imperfect inch of him, and he worships her.

Where he ends and she begins is unclear.

Only together are they complete.

They’re both overcome with desire, with a reckless need for each other.

Lucile is wet with lust and the bedroom around them ripples and twists in response to her yearning.

And Jacob is ready, so very ready to thrust himself up into that wetness, but the warped walls of the cottage make him pause.

“Lucile,” he tries again. “I don’t think we should… You aren’t… Shit.”

Jacob can’t think coherently, and he can’t finish his sentences, because Lucile is grinding herself against him.

The sensation makes him want to do things he’s only ever dreamed about doing with her. Things she’s always seemed a little too innocent to explore.

Until now.

The dark goddess above him is not the vulnerable young woman he took from this place, but something else entirely.

Desire and chaos.

Lucile lifts her hips in preparation to settle down on top of him, but Jacob knows he can’t let her.

As magnificent as she is right now, this isn’t Lucile, not really. To do this with her would be wrong, the same as taking her body without her consent, and Jacob could never do that to the woman he loves.

No matter how much he wants her.

“Lucile, stop!” Jacob attempts to sit up, tries to lift her away.

“No, Jacob.” She smiles and rakes her nails across his chest, drawing blood.

Whatever innocence there was in her is most definitely gone.

Lucile leans over and briefly covers first one of his nipples, then the other, with her mouth. She sucks gently and grazes his skin with her teeth.

Jacob swears as his groin gives a traitorous throb and Lucile smiles at his response.

She holds him beneath her with the strength of her will. The full weight of Eamhain’s magic bears down upon Jacob, pressing him flat against the bed, immobilising him, while, above him, Lucile is surrounded by a nimbus of emerald and black.

Tongues of darkness snake out from her, filling the room like smoke.

This isn’t Lucile Taylor.

“Lucile!” Jacob tries again to push her off, but he can’t.

He can’t rise from the cot.

He can’t move.

Lucile’s smile brightens and her eyes glint red.

The expression becomes cruel, as she lowers her body down and sheathes him inside her with a feral moan: the hunting call of some wild thing.

Around them, the cottage walls crack, and the ground begins to shake in time to the rhythm Lucile sets, as though she were shattering the earth beneath them with the force of her magic.

Jacob feels her clench around him, the ecstasy and agony of her movements. He gazes up into the glowing embers of her eyes and knows that the creature on top of him is not the woman he loves.

“Fuck!”

Jacob pulls every shred of draíocht he possesses to the surface of his awareness and his eyes turn completely black. He uses the magic to force Lucile off and away from him and the illusion of the cottage crumbles into Nitro-scorched rubble.

Jacob springs from the pile of shattered rock that was the bed and throws himself on top of her, pinning Lucile to the charred earth, amid the wreckage of her old house. He holds her wrists above her head and uses his weight and his draíocht to keep her torso down.

“Release me, Bastard Prince!” Lucile screams with a thunderous voice that isn’t her own.

She thrashes wildly and tries to buck him off.

The blackness surrounding her is so intense that it blots out their surroundings, filling the air with a thick, inky cloud, denser than any smoke.

All Jacob can see is the blazing red of her eyes and his world narrows to those two infernal pits.

“Now Niamh!” he bellows. “I can’t hold her much longer!”

It’s taking everything Jacob’s got to keep Lucile beneath him. She’s like some kind of demon, biting and kicking and screaming, crying out in a language he doesn’t understand.

And her words have the harsh and raucous undertone of crows.

She’s a manifestation of the Morrígan’s madness made flesh.

She is Nemain, the frenzied havoc of war.

She is Badb, the battle crow: fear and confusion.

Lucile is hate and fury and incoherent passion, a jumble of wants and needs and desires all tangled together.

Wicked.

Cruel.

A deity of the ancient world made flesh, she’s both terrifying and awe-inspiring in equal measure.

It would be easy to become lost in her, absorbed in her power and passion. Jacob would readily follow such a woman into battle and would eagerly fight at her side. The energy she radiates is like nothing he’s ever felt before, except in the middle of a firefight, in the moments when he doesn’t know whether he’ll live or die.

Those are the moments when Jacob feels truly alive, and, right now, Lucile is just as intoxicating.

Were it just the two of them here, he knows they’d never leave this place; Lucile or the Morrígan or both, he’d stay with her for all eternity.

“Niamh!” he hollers again.

And the knight materialises beside him, stepping out of thin air as is the way of the Sídhe.

Jacob holds on to Lucile, while Niamh clips a pair of slim, silver cuffs about her thrashing wrists.

Lucile shrieks as the second shackle snaps shut. Her back arches and her entire body convulses, as though she were having a fit.

Another wave of pure darkness washes over the three of them and then breaks apart into a huge murder of crows.

The birds call and caw and flap up into the sky above before winging their way west and, with the flock’s departure, Lucile goes limp in Jacob’s grasp.

He sighs out his relief and lets go of his magic.

“Thank fuck,” he whispers, briefly resting his forehead against Lucile’s.

Her fern-green eyes slowly flutter open, while Jacob hovers anxiously above her, searching her face for some sign that she recognises him.

Lucile stares up at him.

And then she smiles.

“Jacob,” she breathes, as though utterly drained. “You came for me.”

“Yeah, Lucile.” He smiles back at her, gently stroking his thumb across her cheekbone, before planting a solitary kiss on her lips. “I did.”

Lucile’s smile widens for a moment, then her eyelids close and she loses consciousness again.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Niamh hands Jacob her cloak without saying a word, her lovely face set in a grim expression.

“Cheers, Niamh.” He drapes the heavy fabric over Lucile and bundles her up in the garment to keep her warm, then stands and stoops to scoop her up into his arms.

It’s hard to believe someone so delicate contains so much power.

Lucile is fragile.

She’s always weighed barely more than a child to him, an engineered human with Sídhe blood, but now she’s even skinnier than she was before: her ribs are clearly visible, her cheeks hollow, her face slightly gaunt.

Jacob wonders if she’s eaten any real food since she shifted over here or if she’s just been existing on illusions, like the bread and cheese she served up today.

He doesn’t know how the Morrígan has taken control of Lucile or if the damage can be fixed, but he loves her and he knows he’s got to try.

For her sake, as well as for everyone else’s.

“The cloak was for you, my lord.” Niamh eyes him appreciatively, a mischievous smile playing about her rose-bud lips.

“It won’t be the first time I’ve walked starkers through a USUK bunker.” He shrugs.

Jacob waits for the knight to place her hand on his shoulder, then he focuses his will and shifts the three of them back across to the control room.

The magic-detecting alarm is tripped by their arrival, sensing the pressure change in the air as Jacob and Niamh shift in. Fortunately, Vox is waiting for them, and it only takes him a few seconds to shut the noise off.

Regardless, Lucile doesn’t even stir.

The sound doesn’t reach her, wherever she is.

Her face and body are so still she almost appears to be dead. Only the slow and shallow rise and fall of her chest reassures Jacob that she’s alive. It’s a movement he feels against his bare skin, as though it were somehow a part of him.

“Boss?” Vox looks Jacob up and down and grins. “Where the fuck are your clothes?”

“Not now, mate.” Jacob brushes the question off and Vox chuckles.

“It’s like hazing week all over again.” Vox slaps Jacob’s backside.

Niamh arches a brow, and the commander laughs.

“Sir Hob, has he ever told you about the time Mac and Ellie dared him to do the Bare Beer Run?”

“Why, no, Commander, he has not.” She gives Jacob a sidelong glance. “Pray, do tell me more.”

“Well —” Vox begins.

“Is Ilbhreac here yet?” Jacob cuts him off.

He hasn’t got the patience for banter right now.

Vox’s face darkens at the mention of the prince. “Prick arrived about half an hour ago.”

“Roger.” Jacob starts walking towards the steel blast doors at the far end of the room and Vox falls in beside him.

“You sure this is a good idea, Boss?” He nods towards Lucile. “She’s already spent enough time locked up underground and we both know what Prince Knobhead wants to do to her.”

“I don’t know how else to help her.” Jacob resists the urge to point out it’s largely Vox’s fault Lucile was previously imprisoned, tortured by Nolan’s scientists. “I can’t fix her and nor can Niamh.”

“So she says…” Vox mutters.

Niamh kicks him in the back of the leg hard enough that he stumbles, and the blond man swears and forks his fingers at her.

“Mate.” Jacob gives Vox a reproachful look.

“I apologise,” Vox mumbles, glancing quickly over his shoulder at the knight. “That was cuntish of me.”

“I have come to expect nothing less from you, Commander.” Niamh inclines her head and smiles, one lavender brow quirked.

She and Vox have been getting along quite well recently, training together in the gym in the evenings and sparring.

Jacob doesn’t know if they’ve formed some kind of friendship or if they just enjoy hitting each other regularly.

He suspects it’s a combination of both.

The pair of them share a fierceness, a delight in expressing themselves physically, in using their bodies as often and as hard as possible. They also both revel in the thrill of a good fight, the pleasure of fists and feet connecting, and neither of them mind getting hit in the face.

Whenever Jacob watches them milling, he cringes inwardly every time Niamh lands a particularly solid punch, or Vox tackles the knight to the ground. He knows from experience how hard the pair of them hit and he’s never known two people who enjoy getting hurt quite so much.

“You sure though, Boss? You sure you want His High Twatness’s help?”

“The prince is probably the only one who can help her, Frank,” Jacob says, hating that fact. “I don’t know enough about Sídhe magic. Áine wouldn’t help beyond giving us the cuffs. Dea says this is beyond her, and Lucile is too…”

He searches for the word.

Mad?

Delusional?

Psychotic?

“Not herself,” Vox finishes for him, his mouth set in a grim line and his eyes hard.

“Exactly.” Jacob offers him a weak smile.

The pair of them leave Niamh outside the control room and follow the service corridors to the lifts. They go down several floors to the holding cells and find the one that’s been warded for Lucile.

Jacob ignores the curious glances of the USUK personnel cutting about and Vox just glares at everyone.

In the weeks Lucile has been gone, things have settled into a relative peace. James Marshall is now installed as president and Ellie and Mac are running the air force and field army. Vox has oversight of the Third and the Fifth and Jacob’s been patrolling against Fomorian incursions with Niamh and a High Fae warband.

“The Old Man’s not happy about this, you know,” Vox mutters, as they continue towards the cells.

“What’s he gonna do?” Jacob shrugs. “He lost the ability to control me the second he made me stateless.”

Jacob was stripped of his USUK citizenship for his earlier crime of desertion and is officially a Sídhe now, only allowed to remain in the bunker because of his status as a High Fae royal and the fledgling alliance that exists between the two nations.

Jacob finds the whole situation utterly ridiculous, but he’s been using it entirely to his advantage by giving orders and making decisions as though he has the noble right to do so.

He figures a prince outranks a president, so he’s been acting accordingly.

“He don’t like exposing HC.” Vox, unfortunately, is still very much within the chain of command and gets it in the neck every time Jacob disobeys one of the president’s orders. “And he’s made damn sure I know about it.”

“Fuck him.” Jacob gives Vox a tight smile. “He wouldn’t even be the president if it weren’t for what we did.”

Aside from the blood spilled during their initial assault on the bunker and the explosive destruction of his grandmother, their coup was achieved with surprising ease.

Ellie and Mac had done a good job of moving the pieces into place over the last few years, with the quiet assistance of Marshall working within High Command. In the end, they only had to execute a few of Nolan’s staunchest supporters, like the former commander of the Third, Isaac Rhodes. They were met either with tacit acceptance or outright approval from everyone else.

Most of the generals and politicians were only too happy to see the Old Lady gone.

“You ain’t wrong, Boss.” Vox understands Jacob’s pissed about the whole citizenship thing, but he’s getting a little tired of being the anvil between two hammers. “But we need him to agree the ceasefire and we need him to get the other Old Men on side for what comes next.”

HC has just about finished getting word out to the MOBs and FOBs, pivoting troop movements and pulling everyone back from engaging with the Fenodyree.

A formal ceasefire is expected between USUK and the Ferrishyn in Eamhain in the next few days. Then President Marshall will need to sell the new campaign, against the Morrígan and the Fomorians, to humans who have finally, after decades of fighting, been granted peace. 

“Fuck them too.” Jacob’s tone is a shrug. “Niamh says the Sídhe are ready to take HC by force if they have to.”

“So what? We took out the Old Lady just to replace her with something worse?” Vox shakes his head. “You really wanna be ruled by Hobs?”

Jacob snorts. “I am a fucking Hob, Frank.”

“Nah, mate.” Vox shakes his head again. “You’re Fifth Division. Black eyes and sparkly skin don’t change that.”

Vox gives him a lopsided grin and Jacob manages to smile back.

“She remember?” Vox jerks his head at Lucile and his face becomes suddenly serious again. “What happened? What she did?”

“No.” Jacob hugs Lucile a little tighter. “She thinks the Old Lady got caught in the crossfire.”

The Old Lady.

Irene Nolan.

His grandmother.

Jacob’s been avoiding thinking about her as much as possible. He’s been trying not to picture Lucile focusing her energy and ripping the former president apart using emerald flame, polluted by darkness.

Jacob’s seen plenty of blood and death.

He would’ve ordered Nolan’s execution himself and, at one time, even planned with Lucile to murder her.

But seeing Lucile actually do it… Watching kind, gentle Lucile obliterate her like that… Not just kill her, literally tear her apart…

He always intended to be the one to pull the trigger.

Jacob never wanted Lucile to have to carry the burden of taking a life and thinking about what it’s done to her makes him feel physically sick.

“Trauma can do that,” Vox says slowly, carefully.

They’ve both seen it plenty of times in young soldiers, after their first firefight or following their first kill: the thousand yard stare, the vacancy behind their eyes, the loss of memory, the shock.

“It’s more than that, Frank.” Jacob’s mouth sets in a firm line. “We both know it.”

Jacob isn’t sure how the Morrígan has corrupted the woman in his arms, but he does know that Lucile would never, ever, do what she did consciously, willingly.

He’s seen her vomit after using Eamhain’s magic for destruction and it makes him afraid, paralysingly afraid, that he can’t help her. Worse still is the fact that the only creature who might be able to assist is a man Jacob despises.

A man he’d previously vowed to kill.

The High Prince.

To the victor the spoils…

They’re almost at Lucile’s cell when Vox grabs Jacob’s arm and stops him.

“We could find another way,” he says, holding Jacob’s gaze. “We can take a team. Fuck it, a unit. We can go after this Morrígan bitch ourselves.”

“You think I haven’t already thought of that?” Jacob shakes his head. “I’ve thought of everything I can and nothing fixes the problem. Even if we could take out the Morrígan, I don’t know if it would help Lucile.”

He sidesteps Vox and the pair of them keep walking.

“I fucking hate Ilbhreac.” Jacob hasn’t told Vox what the prince did to Niamh, because that isn’t his tale to tell, but he needs Vox to understand that he wouldn’t be getting Ilbhreac involved unless he were desperate. “Lucile hates him too.”

“Then why, the fuck, are we doing this?” Vox snarls, as the warded cell comes into view.

“Because I don’t see any other option,” Jacob admits, and that makes him feel alternately furious and helpless.

He particularly dislikes the latter feeling.

“You sure?” Vox asks again, suspiciously eyeing the Ferrishyn symbols engraved on the door.

“No.” Jacob sighs. “But I’d rather have Lucile hate me than…”

He can’t finish that sentence.

Vox nods and briefly rests a hand on his friend’s shoulder, before opening the door. Despite their difference of opinion on this, he does understand.

To the victor the spoils.

Ilbhreac’s going to gloat. He’s going to be an obnoxious prick about the whole thing.

But Jacob would do anything for Lucile, anything at all to save her, even if it means losing her love in the process…

“You think it’ll come to that?” Vox follows Jacob into the small room and closes the door behind them.

“I’ve seen her die, Frank.” Jacob glances down at Lucile’s slack face, almost as limp as it was in death. “Áine made me kill her with my bare hands.”

The memory of what he experienced in Mag Mell, what High Princess Áine made Jacob experience, is a wound that will never fully heal.

“If Lucile’s taken by the Morrígan again, the Sídhe will try to kill her, and they may succeed.” He carries Lucile to the far side of the cell. “If she’s taken over by the Morrígan completely and they can’t stop her…”

“You’ll find a way to do it yourself,” Vox finishes for him.

“Exactly that, mate.” Jacob kneels and carefully arranges Lucile’s unconscious form on the cold, concrete floor. “I won’t have any other choice.”

He smooths her hair away from her face and strokes her soft cheek.

Jacob can live in a world where Lucile no longer loves him, but he can’t live in a world where she doesn’t exist, because he loves her. He loves her more than his own happiness, more than his own life.

“Give us a hand?” he murmurs.

“Roger that, Boss.”

Vox helps Jacob fasten Lucile’s wrists to a steel bar on the wall. He clips a pair of handcuffs above the slim Ferrishyn shackles, then holds her arms up while Jacob secures them to a long chain.

When Lucile wakes up, she’ll at least be able to move and sit and lay down with some measure of comfort, although they’ve kept the cell bare. Jacob doesn’t want to provide her with anything that she, or the creature possessing her, might be able to use as a weapon.

“How long will those things hold her?” Vox nods at the silvery bracelets and steps away.

“Honestly? No clue, mate.” Jacob sinks down to the floor by Lucile’s side and draws her head into his lap. “I don’t think there’s a precedent for whatever this is. She’s the single living conduit for the Great Serpent’s power and the Morrígan has a hold on her. Fuck knows how strong that makes her.”

Jacob has no idea what version of Lucile will greet him when she finally wakes up.

“Will Sir Hob’s wards hold?” Vox gestures vaguely at the door.

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough.” Jacob lifts a shoulder.

He hopes that the magic Niamh placed will be enough to keep Lucile in if she breaks free of her restraints, but he really isn’t sure. From what the knight has told him, and from what he’s witnessed with his own eyes, Lucile is just about the most powerful being in Eamhain right now and there’s no way to guess exactly what her limits are.

Even the magic of a Tuath Dé might not be enough to contain her.

“I’ll send someone down with some clothes.” Vox turns to leave. “At least then you can get her dressed before she has to face High Prince Bellend.”

Vox doesn’t like the idea of leaving Lucile alone with Jacob, when neither of them knows what will happen when she regains consciousness, but he can’t stand to be stuck in this confined space with them both.

He and Jacob have yet to talk openly about the rather massive obstacle to the continuation of their friendship; the fact that they’re both in love with the same woman. There’s only so much small talk the pair of them can make before they’ve got to have it out.

Now really isn’t the time for that, so Vox quietly lets himself out of the cell and locks the door behind him.

To the victor the spoils.

Jacob breathes a sigh of relief when Vox is gone.

While they continue skirting the issue of Lucile, their friendship can limp along more or less the same as it’s always done, and Jacob badly needs his buddy right now.

He’ll need him even more if Lucile decides she no longer wants to be with him.

Vox may be a fairly shitty human being at times, but he’s also the closest thing to family Jacob has.

Silently cursing his own cowardice, he wraps Niamh’s heavy cloak more tightly around Lucile and waits for her to open her eyes.

***

When Lucile finally comes round, she blinks against the blinding fluorescent glare of strip bulbs and immediately thinks she’s back on Earth.

She sits up and fights against her restraints.

Lucile experiences a moment of blind panic, because the lab assistants will arrive at any moment with drugs to sedate her or, worse still, they’ll take her back to the labs for another series of painful and humiliating experiments. 

“It’s okay,” a male voice says.

A large soldier with long locs rushes to her side. He gathers her in his arms and holds her against his broad chest, as though he knows her, as though she were somehow precious to him.

“Lucile, you’re safe,” he whispers.

She thrashes wildly and tries to struggle free, but the man holds her tightly. He presses her against him and kisses her hair, murmuring softly to her while she beats at his arms and chest.

Then she inhales the familiar scent of pine and gun oil, the clear air after it rains, and relaxes in his arms.

“Jacob?” She gazes up into his face, suddenly seeing him clearly, as though a spell has been lifted. “How?”

“It’s okay,” he says again and plants a gentle kiss on her forehead.

Then Lucile knows where she is.

She can’t possibly be on Earth, because she saw the Shift close and escaped the confinement of the holding cell weeks ago with Vox.

She pushes back from Jacob, pulls down on the chain binding her to the wall and stares at the handcuffs on her wrists, at the delicate bracelets engraved with Ferrishyn designs.

Lucile’s never seen the magic-binding shackles before, but Jacob described his own experience with them in enough detail for her to understand what she’s wearing and that makes her both confused and angry.

“Jacob, why am I here?” she demands. “Why am I your prisoner?”

He flinches when she says that last word.

Prisoner.

But there’s no other accurate description for her current predicament.

She’s chained to the wall of a sterile holding cell, whereas he’s unrestrained and dressed in a black USUK uniform, with a pistol on his hip, very much in control of whatever situation this is.

“Lucile, you’re not…” He reaches out and brushes the hair back from her face, but she pulls her head away. “You’re not my prisoner.”

She says nothing, just holds her wrists up accusingly, making the chain rattle.

“It’s to keep you safe,” he says. “To keep us all safe.”

“Safe from what?” Lucile shakes her head. “I don’t understand.”

“Do you remember?” Jacob asks carefully, as though he’s afraid of startling her. “What you did?”

“What I…?”

Lucile has no idea what he’s talking about, but she searches his face, as if she might find the answer there.

“When we found Nolan.” He chews his top lip. “Do you remember?”

Lucile thinks back and her head pounds with the effort of trying to summon the memory. She closes her eyes against the pain and a jumble of confused images flash through her mind.

Nolan’s empty bedroom.

USUK soldiers in NG suits.

Blood. 

Red.

Vox held her under a flow of warm water and tried to wash her clean.

I’ve got you Taylor.

Red.

The Morrígan.

Lucile’s skull feels like it’s going to implode, as though the implant in her brain were somehow still active. A high-pitched whine fills her ears and her temples throb. She can feel the device there, even though she destroyed it, even though she melted its circuitry.

She can still feel… Nolan.

President Irene Nolan plastered across the wall and on her face and in her hair.

Breaking bones and tearing flesh.

Shredded skin and sticky ichor.

Blood.

Red.

Lucile lets out a great, whooping breath and begins to sob uncontrollably. Her entire body shakes with the force of the emotion, as the memory rushes back.

Lucile killed the president, but not just that…

Worse.

She tore her apart.

“Jacob.” Lucile sobs, groping blindly for him. “Jacob.”

She says his name over and over again and he holds her as she weeps.

“It’s okay,” he whispers, rocking her as though she’s a small child in need of comfort. “It’s okay.”

But Lucile continues sobbing.

Nothing can ever be okay again.

She’s become the thing she always feared her deeply suppressed anger would turn her into: not just a murderer, but a monster.

“Lucile.” Jacob takes hold of her face between his hands and meets her watery gaze. “It wasn’t you, okay? Something’s wrong.”

“Wrong?” She sniffs and dashes the tears away from her puffy cheeks with her bound hands.

“With your magic. When you…” He swallows. “When you did what you did, the fire around you was black as well as green.”

“It was?” She stares at him through her tears.

“Uh-huh. And in your bedroom…” He holds her gaze as best he can. “When you and I …”

“My bedroom?” Lucile’s brow creases in a puzzled frown. “I don’t have a bedroom.”

“I know.” Jacob plants a kiss on her forehead. “But you recreated your farm, like the illusion the High Priests made at the temple? Your old dog was there. We went into the bedroom and we…”

He clears his throat awkwardly.

“What did I do?” Her heart pounds against her ribcage.

She almost doesn’t want to hear what he’s going to say next.

“You tried to have sex with me,” Jacob tells her in a flat, impersonal, voice. “But, when you were on top of me, your eyes were red.”

“Red?”

Red, like blood.

Red like the Morrígan’s eyes.

Red.

“Like a Fomorian,” he confirms.

Lucile sniffs and blinks the last of her tears away, while she stares hopelessly down at the floor.

The Morrígan.

The crows.

Lucile’s memories are completely scrambled, as though she’s coming down from a bad trip, after eating the wrong kind of mushroom.

She doesn’t remember what Jacob is describing, but she’s horribly afraid she’s done something unforgiveable.

When she finally summons the courage to look at him again, there’s anguish in his face.

“Did I…?” She swallows hard, before forcing herself to meet his beautiful, azure eyes. “Jacob, did I hurt you? Did I do something you didn’t want me to do?”

The question sits there unanswered for a moment.

Then Jacob smiles and chuckles softly. He pulls her in against his warm chest, wraps his big arms around her and kisses the top of her head.

“No, you didn’t hurt me.” He hugs her. “And you didn’t do anything we haven’t done before, anything I wouldn’t want to do under different circumstances. But it wasn’t you.”

“I’m so sorry,” she whispers. “Jacob, I’m so sorry.”

“I know.” He hugs her again and kisses her hair. “But you don’t need to be. I love you and we’re gonna figure this out, alright?”

Lucile sniffs and answers in a small voice. “Okay.”

Jacob pauses, taking a deep breath.

He doesn’t want to tell her this next part, but he needs to warn her.

“Ilbhreac’s coming,” he says. “He’s coming to help.”

Lucile goes rigid as soon as he mentions the prince. “Jacob, you can’t trust him.”

He sighs heavily. “Unfortunately, he’s the only option we got. Unless you know how to keep the Morrígan out?”

Lucile doesn’t respond and he squeezes her against him more tightly.

“I don’t trust him either.” Jacob kisses the top of her head again. “You’re right not to. But please… Please trust me.”

Lucile stares up at him, her eyes wide and vulnerable. She lays her palm against his cheek, and he sighs again.

“I trust you, Jacob. Always,” she tells him, almost like a vow.

I’d do anything for you.

Jacob takes her hand and presses her palm against his lips, hoping to Jah that her trust doesn’t prove to be misplaced.

Then he holds her, enfolded in his arms, until a knock at the door tells him that Ilbhreac has arrived and whatever temporary peace he and Lucile have found is about to be shattered.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




“Blood-of-my-blood.” Ilbhreac steps into the cell and looks down at Jacob and Lucile huddled together on the floor.

His handsome face is dispassionate, his bearing as arrogant as ever.

The Sídhe lord is resplendent in his shining armour, a flawless example of masculine beauty: his features and body chiselled to perfection and his lustrous mane of blueish-purple hair elaborately braided. He looks every inch a fairytale prince, but inside he’s a hideous creature.

Lucile dislikes Ilbhreac even more than she dislikes the Morrígan.

At least the Morrígan’s honest about what she is.

“Ilbhreac,” Lucile snarls his name.

He raises his eyebrows at her but doesn’t speak.

Jacob disentangles himself from Lucile and helps her to her feet.

She tugs her t-shirt down to cover her gym shorts, feeling horribly exposed standing before Ilbhreac with so much bare skin on display.

She doesn’t like the way he ogles her.

He’s always looked at her as though she were a particularly juicy piece of meat, rather than a person.

She doesn’t trust anything that involves Ilbhreac, and she’s still so confused; she isn’t ready to face the High Prince and his cruel games.

“My lord.” Jacob’s jaw clenches as he dips his head. “Appreciate you coming.”

“Niamh was urgent and most distressed when she pulled me from the battlefield.” Ilbhreac’s eyes flick back to Lucile. He looks her up and down lasciviously, his gaze coming to rest on the twisting designs that decorate her bare thighs, the serpents that’ve caused so much grief. “Lucile Taylor is now ready to accept our union?”

“What?” She steps back, but there’s nowhere for her to go, not while she’s still chained to the wall. “Jacob?”

Her heart hammers and she draws on her magic, before gasping in pain as the cuffs around her wrists burn and absorb it.

Beneath her feet, the concrete floor trembles.

Ilbhreac and Jacob exchange a concerned look.

Then Jacob turns to her and shakes his head.

“You need his help,” he grates out through gritted teeth. “This is the only way to keep you safe. To keep everyone safe.”

His expression is a helpless one, but it’s not him the prince is eyeing like a prized pig about to be led to the slaughter. 

Indignation and anger rise like bile in Lucile’s throat. She feels the same as she did when Jacob took her from her farm, when he stole her away from the tranquillity of her life in the foothills of the mountains.

He was trying to save her back then too.

Ilbhreac smiles and his black eyes glisten, as cold and hungry as a shark’s.

Lucile’s brain scrambles to keep up and she swears in Ferrishyn.

“You agreed to let him…” Lucile can’t finish the sentence.

Jacob was ready to tear Vox’s heart out when he laid hands on her, but now he’s going to give her to Ilbhreac?

“I didn’t agree to anything, but you do need help. Help that I can’t give.” Jacob’s voice is level, the tone of command he uses with junior soldiers. He takes a step towards her and reaches out to touch her face, while she shrinks back from him. “It’s just until you’re you again. Until you’re fixed.”

“‘Fixed?’” Lucile parrots, her eyes flashing red and the floor trembling with the force of her indignation. “I’m not broken.”

Lucile draws herself up, the old fury she knows so well uncoiling from its dark pit beneath her stomach, and tongues of darkness snake out from her in response.

“Lucile —” Jacob tries again, eyeing the black magic warily.

“It wasn’t me. It was the Morrígan,” she snaps, even as the floor continues to judder and shake and the darkness about her expands.

“Exactly.” Ilbhreac’s voice is as flat as Jacob’s. “She was able to take control of you and Eamhain’s magic and that resulted in Irene Nolan’s premature death. You became Nemain when you tore USUK’s president apart.”

Lucile lifts her chin and glares at him, while cracks appear in the concrete beneath her feet and her eyes flare red.

“Even now she has a hold on you.” The prince makes a sweeping gesture about the room. “She is coming for you, Lucile Taylor. We do not have long.”

Lucile glowers at him for a moment more and then sighs out a deep breath. She forces herself to relax and the shaking gradually subsides, but the floor of the cell is warped and twisted, damaged beyond repair.

Lucile bites her bottom lip, stares at Jacob and swallows hard.

“I’ll be able to stop her. I can stop her.” She waves vaguely at the floor, at herself. “The Great Serpent will guide me. Serpentissima —”

“Has not spoken to you in some while,” Ilbhreac finishes, cutting her off. 

Lucile doesn’t know how the prince knows that, but he isn’t wrong.

The Great Serpent has been ominously silent.

Lucile glances nervously between him and Jacob, at the identical expressions on the men’s faces. They both look far from convinced.

But no one ever explained that the Morrígan might be a threat. Ilbhreac spoke about training Lucile, about helping her, then he disappeared off to Tír na nÓg almost as if he knew this would happen.

Intended it.

I will be waiting.

And Lucile is suddenly certain that this is just another of the prince’s elaborate schemes.

Ilbhreac only seemed to surrender her to Jacob, to accept her refusal of his offer of marriage. He left her to the Morrígan without word or warning, because he knew they would end up here.

In typical Sídhe fashion, he may not have lied, but he certainly omitted a lot of crucial information.

“Jacob, he planned this,” Lucile whispers. “He planned it.”

Jacob looks at her sharply and then back to Ilbhreac.

“Do not be ridiculous, Earthling.” The prince chuckles, a cold sound devoid of anything even resembling mirth. “How could even I have expected this? I possess many gifts, but I am no seer.”

He advances on Lucile, his long cloak swishing softly against the floor, but Jacob steps in front of her.

“Jacob, please.” Lucile lays a hand on the small of his back and electric sparks between them. “Please.”

Jacob hesitates for a second or two, then his shoulders sag and he shakes his head.

He steps aside, so that Ilbhreac can approach her.

Lucile can see from the way Jacob’s watching the prince that he thinks she’s probably right. His jaw bunches and his eyes are flinty, but her word isn’t good enough anymore.

He doesn’t trust her.

Not completely.

Not like he used to.

“We don’t have a choice, Lucile.” Jacob sounds disconsolate. “We fucked up with the Shift, we can’t afford to do the same thing here. If we get this wrong…” 

He sighs.

I’d do anything for you.

What’s more important than us?

Lucile’s never felt more wounded or humiliated.

Never more infuriated.

The rational part of her knows he’s right, but, right now, the rational part of her isn’t in charge.

Lucile hisses at Jacob like a Fen, exposing her canines in disgust and her eyes flare red once more.

“We always have a choice, Jacob Reid,” she snarls, glaring at him.

“I know about the crows.” Ilbhreac ignores her display of vehemence. “I know about the dreams. The Morrígan will take control of you and the Great Serpent’s energy again. I have placed additional wards on this room, but we have a day at most before she finds you. She may well come sooner.”

He glances sidelong at Jacob, back to Lucile.

“Even my draíocht is not strong enough to keep her out now that she has established a connection, a psychic link with her chosen host.” Ilbhreac stares meaningfully at Lucile, his lips pursed. “The Morrígan is a creature much like my father, but she is older even than him, and stranger. Her madness comes in many forms. Sometimes it is battle fury, the insane bloodlust of the berserker. At others she is the crow, seeking for carrion among the fallen. The Fomorians worship her as a goddess, but she is evil.”

He lays a companionable hand on Jacob’s shoulder, but Jacob shrugs him off, his muscles tense and his expression violent.

“Blood-of-my-blood, when she comes, neither you nor I will be able to stand against her,” Ilbhreac continues, entirely unperturbed.

Jacob worries at his top lip with his teeth, like he does when the hairs of his moustache grow too long. He appears to be thinking, trying to work through the implications of both the prince’s words and Lucile’s.

“I cannot allow the Morrígan to take you, Earthling,” Ilbhreac purrs, reaching out a hand to graze Lucile’s cheek with his knuckles. “You must bind yourself to me, so that I can keep you safe. So that I can keep us all safe.”

“And what, exactly, does that involve, my lord?” Lucile spits out the honorific and jerks her head away from him.

“Lucile,” Jacob murmurs, resting a gentle hand on her arm, but she pulls away from him too.

“No, Jacob. I want you to hear this.” She sets her jaw. “I want you to understand exactly what kind of ‘help’ he’s offering.”

Ilbhreac smiles and lightly touches the shackle on her right wrist. “I will perform a ritual that will allow me to direct your magic.”

“What kind of ritual?” Lucile crosses her arms. “Elaborate, Ilbhreac.”

She deliberately drops his title.

She knows what it is he wants, what he’s always wanted, and it has nothing to do with protecting her or Eamhain.

“It is a marriage, of sorts.” Ilbhreac’s tone is lofty, as though she should consider it an honour, but Lucile just glares at him. “And when our vows are consummated —”

“The fuck?” Jacob’s hand goes to his pistol, as the meaning of that word hits home.

His eyes turn from their familiar summer sky blue to inky black.

“When it is done,” Ilbhreac continues, sparing Jacob only a cursory glance before his eyes go back to Lucile. “I will be able to protect her and, more importantly, Eamhain’s magic from the Morrígan. The Great Serpent herself ordained this, years ago when she had me pull Lucile Taylor from the fire.”

Lucile gives Jacob a look that speaks volumes.

“I won’t do it,” she snaps, taking an almost involuntary step towards Ilbhreac, her hands bunching into fists. “I won’t do it, and you can’t make me. Ferrishyn marriages must be entered into freely. You’re utterly delusional if you think I’ll ever consent to be your wife.”

The prince’s eyes narrow dangerously, but Lucile holds her ground.

Meanwhile Jacob just stares at her.

His hand still hovers over his pistol, but he seems paralysed.

I’d do anything for you.

“You know what he means by ‘consummate’, don’t you?” Lucile continues relentlessly, turning to face him, her eyes boring into Jacob’s.

Jacob doesn’t answer. He just holds Lucile’s gaze for a long moment, before glancing at the prince.

A faint nimbus of pale blue light surrounds Jacob and Ilbhreac too begins to glow in response to the threat, his magic a deep cobalt, almost black.

Outside in the corridor, the alarm system detects the pressure change in the air and begins to sound.

Lucile isn’t sure what will happen if the two men come to blows. She doesn’t know if Jacob is strong enough to fight the prince, but the fact that he looks like he wants to try gives her some hope. She fists her fingers so hard that her nails cut into the soft flesh of her palms.

“Jacob?” she presses.

“Yield, Jacob Reid,” Ilbhreac commands. “You cannot help her. Only I or my father have the draíocht to join with the Great Serpent’s magic in this way. Either I take her, or I must take her to the king. That is your choice.”

“Or the Morrígan,” Lucile mutters under her breath.

The High King, the prince or the Morrígan.

Those are her choices, and she doesn’t like any of them.

“I won’t do it,” she says quietly, her voice barely more than a whisper. “Jacob, I won’t.”

She stares at him, a silent note of appeal in her gaze, and lays a hand on his forearm.

Jacob’s muscles stiffen beneath her touch, but still he doesn’t respond.

I’d do anything for you.

“If you will not permit me to protect her, blood-of-my-blood.” Ilbhreac doesn’t even spare a glance for Lucile when he speaks. His attention is completely focused on Jacob now, negotiating her body and her very being as though she were chattel. “Then you leave me with no choice. She must be shifted to Tír Tairngire, for the good of us all.”

“You need my consent, Ilbhreac,” Lucile says again, and the floor begins to tremble, as she subconsciously draws upon her magic, preparing to defend herself. “So does your father.”

Her wrists burn, while the darkness returns, expanding out from her and filling the room like smoke.

“In this you are mistaken, Earthling.” Ilbhreac’s tone is mocking. “That is the case for those who have not been…”

He searches for the word, his pause intentional and vicious.

“Deflowered.” He smirks at her and then at Jacob. “In your case, Lucile Taylor, I believe you gave that honour to Jacob Reid. He claimed you, therefore he must surrender you.”

Lucile thinks she’s going to vomit.

The High King, the prince, the Morrígan or death.

If she weren’t so angry, she might consider the final option; it would certainly solve a lot of problems. She could sink back into the darkness of oblivion, the peace of the gaps she’s always known, and let everything else go.

It would’ve been easy for her, once upon a time, but now the strength of her ire won’t let her yield.

The floor continues to quake, juddering so that the already ruptured concrete cracks and splits. The Ferrishyn cuffs glow, searing against her skin, but Lucile ignores the pain.

The nimbus around her is almost pure darkness, with only a few tiny hints of green. Lucile’s eyes burn ruby, and she feels a kind of fog misting over her thoughts, dulling everything other than her fury.

A crow appears on Ilbhreac’s shoulder, and she prepares to direct her energy towards the prince, to rip him apart the same way she killed Nolan.

Lucile’s wrists blister, filling the air with the stench of burning flesh. Her skin bubbles and falls away, while the cuffs turn white-hot, absorbing some, but not all, of her magic.

“You see, blood-of-my-blood, what she has become?” Ilbhreac rasps, drawing his sword.

“Back off, Ilbhreac!” Jacob doesn’t hesitate to put himself between Lucile and the blade.

But the rank stench of her ruined skin is enough to quell Lucile’s outrage, to lift the cloud from her thoughts. It transports her back to the attack on the Fenodyree village where she was burned as a child, reminding her of her parents’ melting flesh.

It reminds Lucile of who she is.

It reminds her that fury is a dangerous weapon and that no right choices are made in anger.

Lucile lets go of her magic and the trembling gradually subsides, although the crow and the acrid scent remain.

“Tell him, Ilbhreac.” Her voice is quiet. “Explain what a binding really entails.”

Lucile has never seen the ritual performed.

It isn’t common among Ferrishyn folk, because, once completed, the rite can’t be undone, save by death. It’s both a life-long commitment and a promise of mutually assured destruction.

If Lucile turns her magic upon Ilbhreac after the binding, it will annihilate her as well as him, which is why such partnerships are not entered into lightly. There’s no way to dissolve them once they’re formed, other than to pass on to Tír Tairngire.

Ilbhreac sets his jaw and remains stubbornly silent.

“Jacob.” Lucile’s voice cracks like a whip and he spins to face her. “You told me to trust you and I do. But if you give me to him, I swear to the Serpent I’ll never trust you again.”

I’d do anything for you.

What’s more important than us?

Jacob looks as though she’s just slapped him, but she doesn’t relent.

She locks her eyes unflinchingly with his.

She can forgive him for bringing the prince here out of ignorance, but she won’t ever forgive him if he gives up on her now.

“If Ilbhreac and I are bound, it can’t be undone,” Lucile presses. “Whatever you and I have will be over.” 

Jacob continues to glow.

He glowers first at her and then at Ilbhreac, while the alarm blares.

It takes several minutes for whoever is in the control room to check the video feed from the cell and make the decision to shut the klaxon sound off, but eventually the room falls silent.

The three of them stand, still as statues, each waiting for the others to come to a détente.

Then Jacob sighs.

“I watched you die, Lucile. Repeatedly.” His voice catches in his throat and he lays his palm against her cheek. Tiny crackles of electric ripple out from where his skin touches hers, magic and love mingled together into one. “Áine made me kill you with my bare hands. I can’t have that happen in real life. I just can’t.”

He swallows hard and Lucile turns her head away, fuming silently, because she knows how he feels.

She couldn’t watch him die on the airship with Vox’s knife in his guts: she would’ve done anything to save him.

Anything.

“When you killed my… Nolan.” Jacob can’t bring himself to say the word ‘grandmother’. “You were unstoppable. You killed soldiers too. Good men. Guys who were just doing their jobs.”

“I don’t need the reminder.” She bites her bottom lip hard enough to draw blood, using the pain to hold back her tears.

Jacob’s talking like he’s never murdered any innocents, but that’s not really the point. They both know Lucile would never have killed those soldiers if she’d been in control of herself and they both know she’ll kill more if the Morrígan has her way.

I am death.

“You cracked Frank’s ribs,” Jacob says quietly, as though he hadn’t really wanted to tell her that. 

“I…” Lucile trails off, thinking of Vox holding her in the shower.

Comforting her, even after she’d hurt him.

“I’m sorry.” Jacob steps back from her and the last flickers of his draíocht die, along with a piece of Lucile’s heart.

“Jacob,” she breathes, as though his name were blasphemy.

“I wish this was only about you, but it’s not,” Jacob says the words with exaggerated patience, which just makes Lucile angry.

“You think I don’t know that?” she snaps back, setting her jaw.

But Jacob continues relentlessly on.

“You’re powerful enough to take out this entire bunker and everyone in it. I don’t want us to end up on opposite sides. Do you hear what I’m saying?”

He articulates every word of his question slowly and precisely, so the implied threat is definitely not lost.

“You’re scared you might have to kill me.” Lucile says quietly. A single tear trickles down her cheek, and she dashes it angrily away. “The thing is… I’d prefer death.”

“Lucile —” Jacob starts, his face suddenly desolate.

But she shakes her head, cutting him off.

“No, Jacob. It’s not your body or your power.” She turns away from him and stares defiance at Ilbhreac. “It’s mine.”

“It will not be unpleasant for you, Lucile Taylor.” The prince’s voice is almost gentle, but his expression is smug. “During the binding I can appear to you as though I were Jacob Reid, if you so wish. If it will make it easier on you.”

Lucile bites her bottom lip again, tastes blood, and bites down even harder.

“Screw you, Ilbhreac.” She spits in his face, sending a spray of red across his alabaster cheek.

The prince snarls and draws his left hand back as if he means to slap her for the insult, but Jacob gets between them and whacks an arm across the Fae’s chest.

For a second, Lucile’s hopeful that Jacob will put an end to this insanity; that he’ll send the prince back to Tír na nÓg.

But he doesn’t say anything.

He doesn’t do anything other than drop his hand back down to his side.

Lucile’s top lip curls in disgust and she turns her back on them both. She faces the featureless cell wall and crosses her arms over her chest.

“Get out,” she snaps, and waits for them to leave.

“Lucile —” Jacob begins, resting a gentle hand on her shoulder.

But she shrugs him off.

“If you let him do this, we’re finished.” Lucile clenches her shaky hands into fists and tries to control her outrage and guilt.

Her disappointment.

If she can’t count on Jacob, then nothing makes sense anymore.

“Death it is, then,” Ilbhreac murmurs spitefully, when Jacob doesn’t reply. “I will give you until sunset to change your mind, Earthling.”

Lucile doesn’t respond.

She refuses to acknowledge him or his ultimatum.

She stares at the wall and tries to ignore the pain in her wrists and the broken feeling in her chest.

Two pairs of booted feet walk away from her.

One of the men leaves the cell and one of them remains.

“There’s gotta be another way,” Jacob mumbles, hesitating at the door. “I’ll find another way. I promise. I love you, Lucile. I really do.”

“And I love you, Jacob,” Lucile replies in an equally quiet voice, closing her eyes against the fresh tears that moisten her cheeks. “Please don’t make me regret it.”

He sighs heavily.

“Let me heal your wrists?” he whispers, still hovering in the doorway.

“Not right now,” she shakes her head. “I think…”

She presses the heels of her palms into her eyes and tries to compose herself.

“I think I just need you to go.”

She doesn’t turn and he doesn’t say anything else.

Jacob steps quietly out into the corridor and shuts the door behind him.

The lock engages with a loud thunk, then the cell falls silent.

Lucile rests her head against the cool concrete of the wall and tries to think.

That is your choice.

Death.

The High King.

Ilbhreac.

The Morrígan.

All of them want to use her.

None of them care about what she thinks or feels.

None of them care about Eamhain or the Fenodyree.

Only Jacob cares about her, but he cares about her so much that he’ll break her heart and his own attempting to save her.

Another way.

I promise.

Lucile thinks maybe Vox was right.

Jacob really is a dumb hero.

But, in the end, that’s why she loves him. His need to protect everyone, no matter the cost, is the thing she admires most about him. It’s the thing that makes him good, despite all the bad he’s both seen and done.

Jacob still wants to save the world.

He still believes he can.

The only problem is, right now, he’s on the verge of sacrificing her in order to do that.

It shouldn’t feel like a betrayal.

But it does.

There can be no love that does not end in loss and despair.

Lucile pounds the wall with the side of her fist.

She wishes she knew what she’s supposed to do with the gift she’s been given. She wishes Serpentissima would speak.

Lucile opens her mind to the possibility of a solution, a way out. She begs the Great Serpent to offer her even the faintest chance of salvation.

But it isn’t the mother snake who answers her prayer.

Instead, it’s the Morrígan’s disembodied voice that Lucile hears in her head.

I will see you again soon, sweet sister, she says.

And when Lucile finally turns back to the cell door, there’s a sooty crow hopping about on the floor in front of it, pecking at the broken concrete with its cruel beak.
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