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A note on language






This is just to let you know that I'm from Australia.



The English I use is Australian English, which is not the same as American English. In Australia, we like S, not Z. The letter U appears in words where it does not in American. Smelt is the past tense for smell. There are certain words that we use on a regular basis which make Americans blush. I'm sorry. Not really. It's all English in the end. 



So, I love you readers from America, but please remember that my spelling is not incorrect, it's simply a different version of English to what you use.








  
  
Trigger Warning






Please only read this if you have triggers, otherwise you may spoil yourself. This book is about fighting back after years of trauma and finding happiness again. 



To start, I will tell you what isn't in the book. There is no on page rape, no cheating, no incest, no minors, no pregnancy, and no substance abuse.



However, there are depictions of violence and sex. Off page, the FMC was tortured, raped, forced to witness the torture of others, and others were forced to witness her torture. It is implied the FMC abused alcohol as a coping mechanism. Also off page, it is implied the MMC was abused, including by his mother and sisters. There are instances of cross-species flesh consumption. The FMC physically and magically tortures her enemies. There is a battle. The third MC does things to the FMC and MMC without consent.



Please always put your mental health first. 
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This one is for all those who took the hits while waiting for their chance.





Whatever that chance was.





You are strong. You are brave. You deserve the freedom to burn bright.





If they tell you you're the villain, wear it with pride.





We are all the villains in someone's story.





So sing your song while it all burns down.
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And Kyle, if you're reading this, I'm begging you not to. Please.


You're still my brother-in-law.






































.










  
  
PROLOGUE




Nose crinkling, Eivor tugged at her left cuff when it caught on the heavy bracelet adorning her wrist. “Aunty Oblivion, is this necessary? Father is expecting me for lessons.” 

“Stop fussing.” Smacking the back of her head, Oblivion huffed. “And what did I tell you about calling me Aunty Oblivion? It’s Aunty Liv.”

“Are you being annoying on purpose, young magpie?”

Slanting a look at the raven hilt of the sword hanging from her aunt’s hip, she resisted the urge to roll her eyes at its dark whisper in her mind. “Well, would you at least tell me why you insisted on dragging me all the way here? We’re almost at the Talaroonan border, and you know what my parents think of King Oisin.”

“Don’t you want to test your powers against his?”

“That’s enough from you, sword. Aunty Liv, can’t you silence it?”

Oblivion patted the hilt, a half-smirk twisting her lips. “Or you could work on keeping it from your mind. Are you a mind mage or not, Eivor?”

She crossed her arms, refusing to look at the older woman. The surrounding forest had an unseasonable chill, a faint hint of frost coating a fern nearby. It sent a trickle of fear down her spine, and Eivor straightened, squaring her shoulders. Her parents had taught her to never betray her true emotions, to always be in complete control of herself and the situation. Their concerns were understandable when she knew the devastation her unrestrained power could wreck on the people around her. While she had not inherited the power of a husk maker from her mother, Eivor could not complain about what she had developed—especially the side she trained in secret.

“He’s here.” There was too much joy in the sword’s voice. “And he brought them.”

Hoofbeats echoed through the forest, heralding a further drop in the temperature. Ice crackled over the ground, forming a layer over her bare feet. Arching a brow, Eivor did not lift them to shake it off even though she knew it would set off the condition she suffered when she was cold. The approaching horse drew her attention, tendrils of terror scratching at the wall around her mind. Grasping her power, Eivor reinforced her shields, determined not to let the new arrival break through her defences.

“There you are, Thorne,” Oblivion drawled, eyeing the woman seated on the back of the massive black horse. “Have you met Malena’s daughter, Eivor?”

Eyes of ice settled on her, so Eivor lifted her chin challengingly. “I’m Princess Eivor Havard of Diwan. It’s wonderful to meet one of the dullaghan.”

“We have met before, pretty magpie,” Thorne replied, dipping her head.

“And she won’t remember meeting you this time. Nor will you.” An icy voice wrapped around them, bringing with it a sense of impending danger.

Oblivion huffed at the man stepping free of the shadows. “Must you be so dramatic?”

“Must you be so disrespectful to your god? You live because I let you.”

“No, I live because you know I’d stab you with your own fucking sword, Gebael. Now, you better do what you need to do before Craven notices his daughter missing this close to the border. Especially when he has Alistair fetching sacrifices from the humans.”

Thorne’s horse snorted, pawing at the ground with an impatience to match Oblivion’s tone. Lips thinning, Eivor could not bring herself to look at the god standing a short distance away. He had walked among the first daoine to be created, choosing the nameless woman who would become his Executioner. After binding her to the sword Oblivion and bestowing the blade’s name on her, Death had made his way through the rest to select those who would become his Ravens. Her mother included. 

Most of them were gone, lost to the servants of the god of thought, or killed by the god herself during the Sundering. It was because of him that her mother was covered in scars and often woke up screaming in the middle of the night. As far as Eivor was concerned, the gods were the bane of all mortals.

“Eivor!” Oblivion elbowed her sharply, slanting a scolding look at the younger duine. “Mind your manners. I know your mother taught you better.”

Lifting her chin to stare at the god, she let the faintest sneer twist her features. “Yes, she did. I am 1000 years old, and I have heeded the lessons those around me have taught. Including a healthy disrespect for the gods.”

Grinning with pride, Gebael nodded at her. “Good, I’m glad it’s working. Tir needs a powerful queen willing to snub the gods without fear. You will be magnificent one day.”

“I am already magnificent,” she replied, cocking her head to glance at Thorne while raising her hand. “Why are we here? I’m sure each of us has something better to do.”

Tendrils of her power twisted around her fingers, desperate to find something to latch onto. It felt unusually alive in the presence of Death and one of his headless riders. A part of her whispered that whatever gave her the ability to force her will on corpses came from the god and that was why she could command the bodies of the dead. 

Closing the small distance between them, Gebael reached out to grasp her hand, and Eivor could not stop the cold seeping through her magic. There was no preventing the pleasured gasp that escaped her lips when his power threaded through her own, sending shivers down her spine.

“Every time,” he muttered, casting a hand in Thorne’s direction.

She saw the shimmer of power surrounding the dullaghan. When Eivor tried to peer through it, it was as though the world on the other side existed in shades of grey. Thorne did nothing, simply sitting on the back of her horse to watch Death weave threads of ice into the gleaming net of magic stretched over the duine woman.

“Can you see what Annawyn has done?” Oblivion crossed her arms, a brow raised as she studied the princess. “I know she has been meddling.”

“It suits her for me to give Eivor the gifts I have. We might avoid each other these days, but between us, we’ve created a mind mage who can raise the dead. If our wife knew… it’s always better if Shianeni doesn’t find out what the rest of us are up to.”

Biting her lip, Eivor met the blue eyes of the god that mirrored her own. “What have you done to me? Why are you and Annawyn doing this and then taking my memories of it?”

“She does it because she wanted to find out how much stronger she could make a mind mage who was born and grew into their powers. I do it because one day, you will stop a terrible person from spreading war across Tir. You will change the course of nations by picking up the broken pieces of those hurt by the inevitable war between the gods. By binding you to the Veil, I have made you capable of commanding the deadliest people on Tir. All you need to do is grow into your power and find your rage.”

“You bound me to the Veil?”

Gebael grunted, eyeing his work with the critical eye of an artist. “Yes, when you were born. Every time we have one of our meetings, I give you a little more power. I suspect Annawyn does the same. You were born powerful, Eivor, but we have made you exceptional, and it’s important to make the increases to your magic look natural.”

“People would notice if you were suddenly more powerful than you were the day before. Your father knows how important it is to keep your gifts a secret. And to protect you, we take your memories of what Gebael and Annawyn have done. We don’t want you to become a tool for the wrong people to use if they found out the truth.” Oblivion moved away from them, approaching the massive horse to rub a hand over its neck.

“Any other person would lose their hand, Executioner,” Thorne said, never taking her eyes off Eivor. “Though perhaps the pretty magpie will be an exception.”

Swallowing, Eivor imagined running her fingers across the glossy black coat of the horse. It was bigger than any she had ridden over the years, and easily put draft horses to shame. She did not know what rank Thorne held among the dullaghan, but if the rider was there at Death’s bidding, she suspected it was likely to be Hunt Leader. There was an air of command around the mesmerising woman that made Eivor want to challenge her.

“Keep looking at Thorne like that, Princess, and you’ll find yourself in trouble,” Gebael murmured, amusement creeping into his voice.

Her gaze slid back to the god. “You say that like I’d enjoy it.”

Lips quirking, he shrugged. “I’m the wrong god to ask. That’s more Neriwyn’s area of prediction. All I can say is that you and Thorne will not be the death of each other.”

Squaring her shoulders, Thorne gripped the reins of her mount as dismay appeared on her face. “I should think not, my lord. I am the Master of the Hunt, not some mere rider to fall for the fluttering lashes of a beautiful duine princess. Certainly not Malena’s daughter.”

“Careful, my friend, lest you speak your downfall into existence. You’re lucky there is no god of fate to tempt. Though Alyah is not so far off being such a god.”

Rolling her eyes at them, Oblivion strode back to stand beside Eivor. “Is it done?”

The hand cradling hers tightened its grip before releasing her. Eyeing the mottled white of her frozen fingers, Eivor clenched her jaw briefly and forced her hand into a fist to encourage blood flow. At the back of her mind, a voice pondered if Death was the reason she hated the cold, and if it was his fault she suffered because of it. Those thoughts were brushed aside by the reminder that, if anything, what he did to her would lessen the effects. She chose to imagine that her suffering would be worse without his meddling.

“Yes, that part is done. I’m terribly sorry about this, Eivor, but at least you won’t remember. Trust me when I tell you it’s better that you don’t.”

Gebael’s hand settled on her cheek, but before Eivor could protest, darkness drew her down into its welcoming depths.








  
  
ONE




Below Eivor’s window, the courtyard bustled with life. People hurried along, ignorant of the resentment she felt for their freedom. Obnoxiously coloured dresses fluttered in the breeze as wealthy women made the trek across the cobblestone to the palace entrance. The blandly dressed men paled in comparison, a blend of dark colours adorning them. It was a far cry from the whimsical elegance that had been the norm when her parents had ruled Diwan. She was a far cry from the monarch her parents had been, which further compounded her resentment. 

“Your Majesty.”

Withdrawing from the barred window, Eivor bit back a snarl when her cuffs clinked against the iron. Eyes dropping to the wide bands encasing her wrists, the deep-seated rage simmering in her heart rose. It longed to tear them off and shove them down the throat of the man who put them there. He held her strings, forcing her to dance like a puppet. One day, she would break free, and he would know how it felt to be blocked from using his magic and controlled. If she decided to let him live long enough.

“What?” Shifting her focus to the maid hovering in the doorway to her bedroom, she saw what was being held up. “No.”

Inclining her head to the pink gown, the maid sighed. “Lord Cathair said you must wear this, or he will rescind your access to the library.”

Bristling at the threat, Eivor sneered and stalked across the chamber to meet the unconcerned gaze of the woman serving her for the week. “Did he now? What other orders did he tell you to deliver?”

“To be ready for him to escort you to the ball.”

“Fine.”

Brushing past, Eivor considered defying Cathair’s commands. He made a point of demanding she wear ridiculous outfits intended to remind her of who was in control. They lacked elegance; the gaudy colours and designs the least of the humiliations she had endured over her hundred years of captivity. She missed the days when she had been a beacon of fashion alongside her younger sisters. But thinking of her sisters guaranteed a downward spiral in her mood, so she carefully pushed the thought aside.

While the maid set the gown on the bed, Eivor set to work on the laces securing the dark plum dress she had donned that morning. The material slipped from her shoulders, pooling around her feet like a puddle of shimmering silk. Stepping free, wearing only her shift and stays, she left it there for the maid to pick up. Whatever torment Cathair had planned for the ball, Eivor would meet it with grace. It might be an empty title, but she was the queen of Diwan, and the Talaroonan lord would not break her.

A fresh bowl of scented water sat on her washstand. It was tempting to demand a bath, but Eivor did not want to give him a reason to burst in on her naked. Those games had gotten less frequent, which was a slight relief after she realised her mere 3000 years was nothing compared to a man the gods had created, and who had served the worst of them. Eivor vaguely remembered Annawyn, the god who almost destroyed her mother and left her a scarred, traumatised shadow of herself.

“Since I’m wearing that hideous arrangement of fabric masquerading as a ball gown, fetch me the pink diamond set,” she said, wiping her skin clean. “At least I’ll have something attractive adorning me tonight.”

“As you wish.”

Studying her reflection, Eivor considered what to do with her hair. “And the Fielyn tiara.”

Dropping the cloth onto the stand next to the bowl, she picked up the bottle of black raspberry and acai oil from her dresser. It was a new blend, and one she liked enough to request another bottle when she finished with the first. Uncorking it, Eivor tipped a small amount onto her finger and dabbed it on all the crucial spots. Inhaling deeply, she let the rich scent fill her senses, drawing on the positive response it triggered. Her lack of magic did not change her ability to regulate her emotional state. All the years of training and control remained.

“If you’re ready, Majesty.” Summoning her attention, the maid placed the jewellery on the dresser before returning to the bed. “You don’t want to make Lord Cathair wait.”

“Powers no. The bastard is insufferable enough as it is.”

Eivor waited patiently for the other woman to bring the dress to her in the middle of the room. It was layers of silk and lace that reminded her of the bright pink variation of pig face growing in the rock garden. Sweeping her gaze down its length, she curled her lip in disgust.

“Every time I look at it, it gets worse.”

Pressing her lips together, the maid could not help but agree. “It is rather unsightly. You have dozens of better choices, but Lord Cathair requested this one. You’ll have to make the best of it.”

“I haven’t exactly got another choice unless I want to be reminded of how good he is with a knife. The scars from my last lesson are still healing.”

Helping Eivor into the gown, the maid did not comment. Like everyone else in the palace, she knew Cathair did not hesitate to punish the queen if she disobeyed him. Many had witnessed his willingness to rend her flesh from her body. He delivered the punishments in public for the added humiliation. They also served as a warning. If the queen was not safe, no one was. King Oisin of Talaroo set the terms for their continued existence. Compliance was better than a slow death in the mines or being sold as slaves.

Tightening the laces, she murmured, “Tell me if it’s too much. I know he cut along your ribs. There’s no need to cause you pain as well as humiliation.”

“Thank you.”

She decided not to wait for Eivor to say something, judging it was tight enough. Waving at the chair in front of the dresser, the maid hurried over to prepare what she needed to finish her task. Hiking her skirts up, Eivor studied the black slippers encasing her feet, debating if they would be sturdy enough for the ball. While she had no intention of staying longer than she was required to, it was always better to be prepared.

“I’ll need different shoes.”

“Start your hair while I fetch a pair.”

Chuckling at the gentle command, Eivor carefully settled on the chair. Her fingers closed around the silver handle of the hairbrush, making her flinch at the dull pain in her knuckles. A residual ache remained from Cathair’s decision to dislocate them a few days earlier. The healers had confirmed no lasting damage but left them to heal naturally. 

Pushing past the discomfort, she dragged the brush through the black and white hair that matched the colours of her feathers when she was in her animal form. Some days, Eivor wanted to cut the waist-length tresses off and have a maid shave her bald to avoid the reminder of the magpie form she had been denied since Oisin invaded.

Partitioning the strands, she set to braiding them by clusters of colour. A white braid followed a black one, each intended to twist up and around the silver prongs of the tiara sitting on the counter in front of her. It was Eivor’s favourite; the design resembling the branches of a tree stripped bare. She often imagined ordering one of the misshapen grevilleas in the gardens to be rendered naked so she could string Cathair from the limbs. Wearing the tiara in his presence was her way of focusing her emotions on what she dreamed of most often.

While Eivor braided her hair, the maid exchanged the slippers for a pair of low-heeled shoes. Pleased they were black, she nodded at the kneeling woman to express her gratitude. She never bothered to learn their names. Cathair did not let anyone remain in her service for more than a week to prevent her from developing friendships. He wanted her kept isolated from people, her power, and everything that made her comfortable. There was a reason Oisin left him in charge of her and Diwan. Only a mind mage knew how to keep another mind mage under control.

Picking up the tiara, the maid positioned it on her head. Eivor kept braiding, leaving those completed to the other woman to work through the twines. She watched in the mirror as they worked together to position her hair. Braided ropes of white and black hung from the tiara, securing the silver and gems in place. 

Pins dug into her scalp, a reminder of what it took to maintain the appearance expected of her. Hurrying, they completed the task before the first knock sounded at the door. Quickly securing the jewels around her neck while Eivor changed her earrings, the maid did her best not to look flustered.

“Done. Let’s go before Cathair feels a need to knock a second time. It never ends well if I push him to repeat himself,” Eivor said, rising to make her way from the chamber.

Darting ahead, the maid opened the door and bowed. She knew better than to speak to Lord Cathair. His mouth curled in annoyed disappointment, dark gaze sweeping over Eivor.

“I see you did as told.”

She hesitated before dipping into a curtsy, holding the fluffy skirts wide. “Of course, Master. I wouldn’t want to disappoint you, and this is such a lovely gown you’ve chosen.”

“I’m in no mood for your games, Pet.” Grabbing her arm, Cathair dragged her close. “Whatever foolish plan you’re devising, forget it. Tonight, you are to be on your best behaviour. You will praise his imperial majesty for all the wonderful things he has done for your kingdom. After all, he freed Diwan from the tyrannical rule of your parents.”

“As you command.” Lowering her gaze, Eivor refused to let him see her rage.

“You will sing for my guests.”

Clenching her jaw, she nodded. Singing had once been a source of joy, the one thing she had in common with her sisters. Silaine would play her lute, the three of them joined in harmony to delight the court. Her voice was not as beautiful as her youngest sister’s, but Eivor had held her own. Wherever Astoria was, she hoped no one was forcing her to perform. From what she knew of Silaine, no one would dare make her do anything. The gods favoured her while leaving Eivor to suffer her imprisonment alone.

“Yes, Master.”

Maintaining his tight grip, Cathair led her out of the room. Guards kept a respectful distance, unwilling to get too close. The majority were Talaroonans, their loyalty to Oisin and the man he left in command of Diwan. Like the servants, those assigned to Eivor changed weekly. Every year, they cycled back to their homeland to prevent anyone from developing an attachment to the Diwanians.

“If you perform perfectly tonight, I’ll reinstate access to the rooftop.”

The flare of her nose was the only sign his offer affected Eivor. She loved and hated the rooftop in equal measure. It was where she would shift forms to take off and fly with her mother and sister. Even though the ability to transform remained blocked while the cuffs restrained her power, Eivor found peace in lying on top of the tower and dreaming of her old life.

“You say jump, I ask how high.”

“If only I believed you.” Slanting a look at her, Cathair snorted. “You’re predictable, Pet.”

She needed access to the roof. If it meant obeying every directive he gave her, she would. It had been months since Eivor had been outside, and she wanted to feel the open air. Being locked inside for too long turned her irritable. The sort of irritability that drove her to make poor judgement calls when dealing with Cathair.

“I promise to behave. You tell me to sing, I’ll sing. I’ll dance with whoever you direct me to. If you want me to fuck someone...”

“Should that be required, you will.”

Before they reached the grand ballroom, Eivor touched a hand to her hair to ensure the tiara remained in place. The rumble of voices reached her ears, and she closed her eyes to focus on the sound. He minimised her exposure to crowds, something she was occasionally thankful for without her power. An aspect that fed her enjoyment of being surrounded by people was missing, the emptiness becoming a weight to drag her down. It was the connection between her magic and those it touched. Without it, she was little better than a human.

The guards attending the door bowed while pages opened it for them. It was the entrance reserved for her family, leading onto a balcony with seats to watch from. A wide staircase curved down onto the main floor, providing access for when they wanted it. Eivor missed leading her sisters down to dance while their parents watched on from above, their presence drawing the court’s attention. In those days, people had viewed her with admiration, not pity.

“Sit,” Cathair said, shoving her towards the waiting seats. “I will summon you when you’re needed to work the crowd. Until then, you stay here.”

Resting a hand on the gilded rail, Eivor let the gathering view her before settling onto the central chair. Her presence silenced the court, eyes turning upwards to take in the sight of her garish pink gown and the man descending the stairs like a predator among a herd of prey. Watching him go, Eivor reminded herself to note who he spoke to. There was always a method to his interactions. She knew anyone Cathair conversed with for longer than polite greetings was someone she needed to pay attention to.

“Your Majesty, would you like some wine?”

Waving at the page without taking her eyes from her target, Eivor replied, “Make sure it’s an unopened bottle of elderberry wine. I want to see you taste it first.”

The scuff of shoes confirmed his departure, leaving Eivor alone with four guards lining the wall at the back of the balcony. If she tried to leave without Cathair permitting it, they would restrain her. Settling back on the padded chair, Eivor watched the dancers and wished she had a book to read. Or a bow to play target practice with the outrageous ornaments decorating people’s heads.

“Oh, good grief, that woman looks like an over-decorated cake,” she muttered. “At least I’m not the only one in a ridiculous shade of pink.”

Noticing Cathair deep in conversation with a man she did not recognise, Eivor leaned forward to study him. Black hair rivalling hers was drawn back on the sides, revealing rounded ears. He lacked the moonlight sheen of magic that illuminated the skin of all daoine, but there was something decidedly not human about him. A black coat hung slightly above his knees, not hiding the tall leather boots and black trousers. It brought a curl of delight to Eivor’s lips that bordered on being a smile. She appreciated his choice to wear all black, but she hoped he had a splash of colour somewhere.

As though he sensed her staring, the man tilted his head and lifted his gaze in her direction. It was too far away to see the colour of his eyes, but it intrigued Eivor to see how quick Cathair was to lead him away, waving vaguely at the balcony where she sat. Whatever business he had with the stranger, she would find out if it involved her. Too often, she had played the role of a courtesan at Cathair’s command. 

Eivor maintained her position and swept her gaze across the dancers, grinding her teeth. The swirl of skirts and coats was a momentary distraction, broken when the page returned with a sealed bottle and a glass. While she observed, he cracked the wax and uncorked the wine, pouring it into the glass. Placing the open bottle on the table near her, he sipped the drink and waited for Eivor to signal her approval. She felt silly for being paranoid, but with Silaine and Astoria elsewhere, her death would place Diwan completely in Oisin’s control. 

“Give it to me.” Extending her hand, Eivor waited for him to place the glass in her grasp. “I’ll expect you to sample the food brought before me.”

Nodding, he backed away, staying in view. It was common knowledge among the servants that the queen refused to eat or drink anything without watching someone else do so first. Only once in the hundred years since Talaroo invaded had anyone attempted to poison Eivor. Cathair had conveniently blamed rebels. After the executions, they had strung hundreds from the city walls; their bodies left to rot as a warning to anyone who entertained thoughts of freeing Diwan.

A sniff of the wine confirmed it was elderberry. Eivor’s observations of the crowd noted Cathair had left the stranger to flit his way through the Diwanian nobles. Sipping her drink, she mulled over the rich flavour flooding her mouth. She liked to change her selection every time, preventing anyone from knowing what she wanted to drink ahead of time. If Oisin wanted her dead, he could do it himself or order Cathair to do it. When her death came, Eivor wanted to look her killer in the eye.

“Your Majesty,” a guard said. “Lord Cathair is signalling for you.”

Draining her glass, Eivor held it out to the page. “I’ll take another glass before performing my part for my puppet master.”

Nervously refilling the glass, the page watched the guards. The second glass was emptied quickly, Eivor barely bothering to taste it. She was less interested in the flavour than the effects. Wine made her life slightly more bearable. Many days of her captivity had passed by in a haze of intoxication. Before they blocked her magic, Eivor would never have spent her time drunk. Tapping a nail against the stem of the glass, she considered downing a third rather than wasting the bottle.

“One more.”

“Your Majesty, Lord Cathair is waiting for you.”

Lips thinning, Eivor stared at the page, extending the glass to him again. “One more.”

She noticed his hands shaking as he poured the wine. Once he was done, Eivor rose steadily, keeping the glass close as she ambled to the top of the stairs. Sipping the drink, she carefully made her way down, focusing on Cathair. He stared at her, eyes narrowing at how her lips curled in the barest of smiles when the glass touched them.

“My apologies, Lord Cathair. I didn’t want to waste any of this delightful wine,” she said, tipping the glass back to drain it. “You should try it.”

As she held out her hand with the stem of the glass gripped loosely in her fingers for a page to take, Eivor noticed the strange man watching from the shadows. He leaned against the wall, smirking when their gazes met. Mouth twisting, she shifted towards Cathair and offered him her empty hand. The stranger could wait until she had played whatever part her keeper demanded. She would converse and dance with anyone he directed her to. An urge to glance back at the man in black tugged Eivor’s mind, but she dared not make an obvious move.

The opportunity to check if he had moved came when they stopped to speak to an emissary from Samphire. It was easy to look in his direction over the blustering diplomat’s shoulder. He had moved, slipping among the chattering courtiers like the mist on a wintry morning. Something in his stare dragged icy claws down her spine, leaving Eivor convinced her heart would stop if he whispered her name. 

Her mother’s voice murmured in her ear from the depths of memory. She knew what the stranger was, and if Oisin was recruiting them into his armies, it was not good news for anyone who stood in his way. 
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“Thank you for gracing me with a dance, Your Majesty.” 

Smiling serenely, Eivor hoped the obnoxious man bowing over her hand could not see what she was picturing in her mind. Behind her smile, her teeth clenched at the feel of his spittle on her skin. The press of his lips made her stomach churn in disgust, but she had millennia of experience hiding such reactions.

“It was a pleasure, Lord Jeffery. I hope we can reach an agreement over continued free movement through Samphire,” she replied. “It would be ever so unfortunate if our gracious emperor, King Oisin, felt a need to bring your leaders to the yoke.”

Registering the threat, Jeffery did not smile. “We have not stood in his way for a hundred years, and that will not change. However, as I mentioned to Lord Cathair, Nirimba has been doing increasing business with the danann nation in the McAlister Range.”

Eivor’s eyes darkened, and the fury in them drove the diplomat to release her hand. “Well then, I shall encourage Lord Cathair to recommend we do something about it. The danann are dreadful people. They’re reprobates with wings who use blood magic to control people.”

“Is it true what they say about your sister?” he whispered, glancing about to ensure no one was listening too closely. “That their magic has enslaved her?”

“Much like our mother was before our father freed her.”

Tutting, Jeffery shook his head, looking uncomfortable. The lie was sour on her tongue, but Eivor preferred to help perpetuate the story Oisin had spun to cover the truth. Better for people to believe General Redmond of the Rainbow Vale stole Silaine and slaughtered the company escorting her to Talaroo. Eivor wished it was the truth; at least then, she would not have to live with the fact her sisters had abandoned her to suffer.

“Such dreadful business. Forgive me for not knowing what it was like when they were unkillable. I imagine it was terrible fearing death at the hands of people you couldn’t strike down. To be utterly defenceless against their attacks. It’s a pity your sister did not die along with King Oisin’s soldiers when they attacked. A better fate than being enslaved by the danann.”

“Indeed.” Meeting Jeffery’s gaze, Eivor inclined her head. “I am forever thankful for King Oisin’s protection. If my parents were still alive, they would have given Diwan to King Tigernach. They would force us to worship the gods.”

Catching the flicker of guilt in his expression, she bit back a smile. It was the confirmation Cathair was hoping they would find. Worship of the gods was gaining momentum among the upper classes of Samphire. The gods were despicable, and the prevention of a religious movement was one thing she wholeheartedly agreed with Oisin about. She remembered the old gods, and Eivor did not view the new ones any differently.

“Forgive me, Lord Jeffery, but I must leave you.”

He quickly caught her hand to kiss it. “It was a pleasure to dance with you, Queen Eivor. I hope it’s not too presumptuous to beg another if the opportunity arises?”

“We shall see. Enjoy your evening.”

Settling her gaze on Cathair, Eivor ignored attempts to gain her attention as she sauntered through the crowd. He saw her coming, a wry smile turning one corner of his mouth. Eyes darting, she checked who was standing nearby before slipping her hand through his arm. Leaning on him, she arched a brow in disapproval when a page offered her a full glass of wine. Cringing, the man bowed and backed away.

“You were right,” she murmured.

Grunting, he led her away from the crowd to an alcove shrouded by heavy drapes. Yanking them back to reveal two women kissing, the expression on Cathair’s face sent them scrambling. Eivor sneered, noting the judgemental looks they gave her. She knew what they thought would happen. Dropping onto the lounge, she draped an arm over the back and watched her keeper pace.

“Are you sure?”

“You might have cut me off from my magic, but you know as well as I do that there is a lot we can learn from body language. I mentioned worship of the gods and he displayed guilt. Add in the fact those fucking feather dusters are gaining influence in Nirimba and the reports you’ve had from your spies in Sam—”

“My spies?” Cathair slanted a look at her, brows raised. “What do you know of my spies?”

Covering her mouth to fake a yawn, she rolled her eyes. “Come now, Master, you know me better than that. I know nothing of your spies other than they exist. I had my own spies once. Before you invaded my home, killed my parents, and stripped me of everything that mattered to me.”

“If you don’t watch your words, Pet, you won’t see a stone of the rooftop for a year.”

“Don’t ask me these questions if you don’t want me to tell you the truth.”

Growling, Cathair stalked over to the lounge, grabbing her chin. “Do not test me tonight. I am not in the mood for your rebellious streak.”

Lowering her lashes, Eivor dragged her lip through her teeth. “You know, I’d be far more agreeable and cooperative with you if you gave me back my magic. Wouldn’t it be better if I wanted to obey you instead of being coerced?”

“Like I’ve said every time you’ve asked, no. You’re a devious bitch, just like Malena was. Count yourself lucky you weren’t born a husk maker like your sister.”

“Ah yes, that old threat. Lucky I’m not so valuable you feel a need to attempt to beget more husk makers.”

Digging his fingers into her jaw, he said, “I wonder if you might prove adequate in that regard. Malena was one of the original Ravens. Perhaps we wouldn’t be entirely disappointed by you.”

“Are you hoping the reestablishment of the Ravens under the leadership of my flighty sister will have ignited something in my blood that would guarantee I produce husk makers?” Meeting his gaze, Eivor felt fingers of dread grasp her spine.

“It’s awfully tempting to find out.”

“Perhaps you should be more concerned about Samphire than the non-existent fruit of my womb. I don’t want those fucking cults gaining threshold in my kingdom.”

Smiling slowly, Cathair stroked her throat before righting himself. “I might have a solution that won’t require us to sacrifice countless soldiers.”

Recalling the stranger in black, she wondered if he was the solution Cathair spoke of. “A clean, bloodless method to be rid of those dreadful fanatics? Do tell me more.”

“No. Consider it punishment for your thoughtless comments.”

Sighing heavily, Eivor rubbed her face, regretting what she needed to say. “As you wish. Have I played my role adequately enough tonight? You wanted me to pander to that disgusting human, so I did. I got the confirmation you desired. However, if you intend for him to stay awhile, I might be able to coax further information from him. He’s rather eager for my attention.”

“I’m not surprised, Pet. You are a beautiful duine queen, and he is a mere human. Any attention from you is more than he should hope for in his measly lifetime.” There was a slyness in the way he glanced at the closed drapes. “Perhaps we will use that.”

“Have the clerics made trouble in other regions? Surely, they would not dare risk their lives to spread the word of the gods in daoine lands… or at least, their version of it.”

“They would and they have. Oisin treats them as they deserve.”

“With copious amounts of pain resulting in death?”

“Of course. You know how much his majesty enjoys inflicting pain.”

Swallowing, Eivor fought back the memories of Oisin torturing her. Remembering the slice of his blade through her flesh was the last thing she wanted to do during a ball. Those memories had the power to turn her into a huddled mess. Avoiding Cathair’s knowing smirk, she took several deep breaths and focused on the lilting music. It was a familiar song about a wily fox and the staunch hound who chased her across Tir.

“Do you want me to seek Lord Jeffery again tonight? He requested another dance if the opportunity arose,” she said, hoping he would let her leave.

“Yes, that’s a good idea. See what else you can learn from him.”

Hopes dashed, Eivor slid gracefully from the lounge and smiled sweetly. “As my master commands, so it shall be.”

He watched her glide from the alcove, the bright pink gown fluttering around her like petals caught in a breeze. The careful extraction of information from a political opponent when the gods were involved was one task Cathair trusted her to do without concern. Eivor hated their creators, and he did not blame her. It was a sentiment he shared. 

Without the heavy drapes separating her from the party, Eivor was confronted with a longing for her power. She missed the rush of energy she would have gotten from feeding on the crowd’s emotions. Her fingers itched to dance across bare skin, tugging at stray feelings and drinking them in. Fists clenched, Eivor felt the cold metal encasing her wrists, and the throb of the wards worked into them. Those wards prevented her from reaching into the well of her magic to push the people into a frenzy of indulgence.

Searching the dancers swirling across the floor and the clusters of people lingering on the outskirts of the ballroom, Eivor frowned when she could not see the diplomat. Stalking along the outside, she kept to the shadows and tried to avoid conversing with anyone. It was impossible to prevent the odd discussion. Various courtiers and nobles used the walls to make up for their drunken states. 

Wine and food flowed freely; servants adorned in the royal livery carefully weaving through the crowd with trays. One swirled past her with a tray of meat skewers, the neatly cut squares of lamb leaving a delicious scent wafting behind them. She had barely eaten all day, and her stomach was protesting. 

Watching a woman select a skewer to rip a chunk off with her teeth, Eivor wondered if it was safe to do the same. Plucking food from the trays intended for general consumption seemed a moderately less hazardous choice than the ones paraded in past her nose for her alone. Unless someone wanted to kill dozens of random people, it was unlikely the food would be poisoned. Or their wine.

She wished rage and anguish did not weigh her heart down. The swirling colours accompanying the fervent movements of the dancers beckoned to her. Eivor longed for who she had been before Oisin set his sights on her home. That woman had been a lively princess who would have embraced the dance, twirling unstopped until dawn came, and she collapsed with exhaustion. But she was long gone, nothing more than a memory of hopes and dreams banished behind a wall of ice barricading the fires of her fury.

“Tell me, pretty magpie, is your beak as sharp as your gaze?”

The deep rumble of his voice sent shivers down her spine before Eivor registered the cool whisper of his power across her skin. Glancing sideways, she took in the strange man in black, finally answering her curiosity over his eye colour. Mesmerising blue eyes regarded her from beneath a mess of black hair. At some point since she had spotted him last, his hair had unravelled, tumbling over his shoulders like a curtain of glossy silk.

“Sharper. My claws are equally so. I don’t recommend testing them; you may not appreciate the results. Though your audacity in addressing me so informally when we haven’t been introduced…” Clicking her tongue, Eivor risked it and snatched a glass of wine from a passing page. “I suppose I can excuse one such as you.”

Copying her, he retrieved a glass from the same tray and lifted it to his nose. “Blueberry wine, how delightful. If there is one thing you can count on to never change, it’s the hedonistic nature of the daoine. You never stop indulging yourselves.”

“Do you have a name?”

“I suppose I should give you mine, since I know yours.”

Eyes hooded, Eivor stared into the dark liquid sloshing around in the glass. “That would be polite. I’d hate to have you arrested and executed. You’re too pretty to behead.”

Chuckling, he sipped his drink. “Don’t worry, Majesty, the wine won’t kill you.”

“You sound confident of that fact.”

“I might be too pretty to behead, but you’re too beautiful to see foaming at the mouth and dead from poison. You know what I am, and I assure you, I sense no threat in the wine.”

Eivor’s anxiety over drinking the wine faded slightly at his words. “Are you here to kill me? Or are you Cathair’s solution to the cults in Samphire?”

“Come now, pretty magpie, your mother taught you better than that.”

“Should I expect the echo of hoofbeats outside my door in the wee hours of the morning before a headless figure in black comes to claim my heartbeat?”

His lips twitched, and he stepped closer to murmur, “Perhaps it won’t be your heartbeat they come to claim. There are other bounties worth hunting.”

Smiling coyly, she sipped the wine, watching as his gaze dropped to her lips. “If I am to be hunted by the greatest predator on Tir, at least pay me the respect of a name to scream.”

“If screaming it is what your heart desires, you may call me Thorne.”

“A prickly name for a fearsome creature.”

“You make insults sound seductive, pretty magpie.” Thorne chuckled.

Lifting her chin, she gave him an arched look. “I shall have to try harder.”

“Oh, please do.”

Captivated by the ice of his eyes, Eivor tightened her grasp on the stem of her glass. They possessed an odd glow, almost unnerving in their intensity. Realising she was staring, she glanced away, feeling her cheeks burn when he chuckled again. Taking another step closer, Thorne leaned in.

“Such a delightful queen of stone you are, Majesty. But no wall is impenetrable.”

“Considering you’re a dulla—”

Pressing a finger to her lips, Thorne tutted. “Hush. I doubt anyone here recognises me for what I am. Most seem to think I’m a half-blood duine. A blessing, perhaps.”

“I’m afraid you’ll not find me sympathetic to blessings.”

“Does that mean I won’t find you secretly leaving offerings to Death, hoping he will strike down your enemies and free you from your chains?” Tracing her lips, he delighted in the flutter of her eyelashes.

When his finger reached the corner of her mouth, Eivor feigned an attempt to bite it. “I don’t need a worthless god interfering in my life or my kingdom. Should you be here on orders from such a being, then I’ll not so kindly request you get the fuck out of Diwan before I have you beheaded.”

“And what would you do if given the means to do exactly what you dream of?”

“I’m not so foolish as to whisper my secrets to someone I just met and who might be working with Lord Cathair.”

Dropping his hand from her face, Thorne sought her wrist. “Come with me, pretty magpie. There are secrets I’d like to whisper in your ear away from prying eyes.”

Eivor studied him, hesitant to allow him to draw her away. She feared Thorne was a test set by Cathair to discover if she was willing to conspire against him. Adjusting her stance, she gazed at her court and wondered if it would be better for them if she were gone. The touch of a dullaghan was a swift, painless death. All Cathair needed to do was give Thorne her name, and her destruction was guaranteed.

“Fine.”

Thorne placed her hand on his arm. “Don’t worry, I promise you’ll enjoy it.”

“You’re awfully confident you can please me.”

“Please you? Yes, if it’s what you wish, I can provide a multitude of pleasures.”

Covering her mouth, Eivor snorted. “I’m tempted to challenge you to prove it.”

He chuckled, guiding her to a dark corner of the room where no one else lingered. A large tapestry depicting a crowned fox hung there, and Eivor’s nose flared at the sight of it. It was her father in his animal form, and it hid a passageway few knew about. Hooking a finger on the edge, Thorne shifted it enough for them to slip behind into the alcove. Heavy drapes decorated the walls, disguising the narrow hall on the other side. A servant had left a single lit lantern dangling from a hook in case someone needed the space.

“Pretty magpie, if you want to challenge me, I’m more than willing to play.”

Spinning her around, he pushed her back against the wall. Startled, Eivor attempted to hit him in retaliation, but Thorne caught her wrists. Pinning them above her head with one hand, he used his weight to press her to the stone. Brushing his lips along the edge of her ear, it came as no surprise when she snapped her teeth at him.

“I can get rid of those nasty bracelets if you ask nicely,” he murmured in her ear.

Freezing, Eivor stared, wide-eyed with shock. “How?”

“Unravelling the wards is a simple task for the Master of the Hunt. Do you want me to? The choice is entirely yours.”

“The moment he discovered them gone, Cathair would kill me. Or keep me docile until a new set was secured. Of course, I suspect you’ll report it to him if I say yes, and I’ll suffer further punishment. I’m not stupid.”

“I might have talked my way into your palace by offering my services to Cathair, but that isn’t why I’m here. Also, I wouldn’t break your shackles until the opportune moment.”

Tilting her head to the side, Eivor arched her brow. “And what moment is that?”

“Why should I tell you? I don’t trust you. For all I know, you might be Cathair’s content little pet. A pity if you are because I’d rather not kill you.”

With his free hand, Thorne stroked her throat. Trapped between him and the stone wall, Eivor was an iron rod. He felt the depths of her rage, the unyielding force desperate to break past the chains restraining her. The deep blue of her eyes drew him in, filling him with the temptation to kiss her. Beneath his hand, her wrists twisted in frustration.

“I am far from being content!” Baring her teeth, Eivor snapped at him, and Thorne quickly pulled back. “This is not what I want! Do you think I want to be locked away in a tower behind bars? If I blink wrong, he cuts off my access to various places. I have not felt my magic in a hundred years! Not since I watched that bastard Oisin behead my parents in front of me while my sisters fled and abandoned me.”

“You are not the only one who hates Oisin. When Annawyn was freed, he did not heed her call. He denied the god he’d served from the day they created him. She let him be. Why? None of us knows. But his refusal left him marked.”

“He tortured me.”

A shadow passed through his gaze, and Eivor thought she heard the clip of hooves echoing from the hidden corridor. Pressing his lips to her forehead, Throne sighed. The thought of her being tortured by Oisin bothered him.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Pretty magpie, I’m here to offer you a chance at vengeance.”

“Why should I trust you? For all I know, you’re testing me for Cathair.”

“What if I promised to hold him down while you gut him?”

Desire stirred at the suggestion, and Eivor imagined him painted in Cathair’s blood, watching in approval while she tore the lord apart. Breath hitching, she could not speak when Thorne’s lips crashed into hers. They carried a hint of the blueberry wine, and she kissed him hungrily. His power curled around them, a whisper of death and frozen wastes. It sung through her body, feeding the lust pooling between her legs. Eivor wanted Thorne to hike up her skirts and take her where they stood. Whining when he withdrew, she reached for him, desperate to feel more.

“Not tonight, pretty magpie,” Thorne murmured, his smile suggesting he knew precisely what she wanted him to do. “We’ll finish this another night, and I promise to make you scream my name. Multiple times until you forget any other.”

“I’ll hold you to your promise, dullaghan.”
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“Here you go, Your Majesty,” the guard said, pushing open a narrow door. 

Brushing past him, Eivor kept a nonchalant appearance when what she wanted to do was run into the sunlight and open air. Reaching the bars of the cage enclosing the rooftop, she wrapped her hands around them and pressed her head to the warm metal. Eyes closed tight, Eivor held her breath and listened to the door click shut. She was alone at last. In the week since the ball, her days had been filled with politics. Cathair kept her close, using the opportunity to have her play to the diplomatic party from Samphire.

She sank to the floor, the layers of her skirts cushioning her knees. Sunlight warmed her back, but the unrestrained mass of her hair shaded her face enough that Eivor was unconcerned about the glare. Gazing out at the city, she wondered what people were occupying their time with. It was a question she enjoyed imagining the answers to. She pictured the soldiers going about their duties and training, while busy market squares played host to a myriad of wares. Inhaling deeply, Eivor pretended she smelt fresh bread and cooking meat, accompanied by the shouts of vendors.

Rolling her shoulders, she winced at the discomfort. The warmth of her gown had reached the point where it stung the cuts decorating her skin. Cathair had shown his appreciation for Eivor’s good behaviour by lavishing her with the attention of his favourite flogger. She did not mind the pain. It was preferable to other ways he could have rewarded her. His comments during the ball lingered on her mind, setting off nightmares of being forced to have his children. 

“I’m stronger than this,” she whispered to the wind, knowing it would consume her words. “No matter what they do, I will not let anyone break me.”

Eivor lifted her gaze to the cloudless sky, remembering the freedom of flying across it. She longed to feel the breeze ruffling her feathers, the give of flesh beneath her claws while hunting with Astoria and their mother. Silaine was the wolf, but they had been the real predators of the family. Death's Raven with her magpie and hawk daughters, a flock of ruthless hunters who did not hesitate to kill. Malena had taught them to show no remorse for those they destroyed because if the gods showed none, neither would they.

A chill ran down her spine in a strange contrast to the warmth of the silk encasing it. It took Eivor a moment to realise what it was, and her eyes widened in surprise. Her heartbeat quickened, but she did not turn around. The dullaghan from the ball had haunted her, the memory of his kiss refusing to fade. Their encounter left her confused. Cathair had made no mention of him or given her reason to suspect he knew what they had discussed.

“Sunbathing would be better if you were naked.”

“How did you get here?”

His chuckle made her shiver. “Do I really need to answer?”

“I thought they warded the palace against veil walking.”

“Someone tried, and those wards might have worked against someone less powerful than me. It doesn’t matter now, they’re gone. I’ve made sure of it.”

The smugness of his voice drove Eivor to look over her shoulder. Thorne stood just within sight, all gleaming darkness, and the whispered promise of death. Black hair tumbled over his shoulders, almost blue in the sunlight. Unlike the night of the ball, his clothes were tight-fitting, as though someone had poured them on. She wondered how easy they would be to peel off. A long black coat surrounded him, hanging down to barely a finger-width from the ground. It absorbed the light, and Eivor imagined the robes of his headless form were spun from the same material.

“Like what you see, pretty magpie?”

“Why don’t you have any weapons?”

His boots were silent as he crossed to her. Eivor suspected he could make a noise if he wanted. Halting, Thorne watched her eyes follow the line of his body. The unbridled lust in her gaze made him chuckle. It was strange for someone to desire him as much as the kneeling queen did after finding out what he was. Such feelings usually turned into terror once the truth was revealed.

“I don’t need weapons.”

Eivor’s lips parted, tongue darting out to moisten them while she thought of a response. “True. Why bother with a sword when all you need is a finger?”

Laughing, Thorne appreciated her quip. “I believe you’d beg me for both.”

“Cockiness is most unbecoming.”

“I’ll remind you of that.” Snagging a lock of her hair in his fingers, he smirked. “I’m sure you’ll be coming on my sword and finger soon enough.”

“You’ve yet to give me a reason to believe you’re not just empty words.”

“And you’ve yet to give me a reason not to keep you in chains.”

Frowning, Eivor embraced the confusion, letting it chase away the desire she felt for Thorne. “What do you mean? Is Cathair being recalled by Oisin and you’re my new keeper?”

“And if I am?”

Recoiling from him, she shook her head. “I’d sooner die.”

“A pity. If you were my pet, I’d open the doors to your cage and set you free. Of course, it would depend on if I could trust you not to turn on me. I don’t want a queen dragged behind me in chains. I want one who is fierce and willing to get bloody by my side.”

Looking up at the bars encasing the rooftop, Eivor sighed. Her confusion remained, making her suspect he was deliberately twisting her assumptions. It struck her that leaving a dullaghan in command of Diwan was not something Oisin would do. Cathair had served him for millennia, but it had not been until the new god of life freed Annawyn that the dullaghan had changed their allegiance. That was what her mother had told her, and she had no reason to believe otherwise.

“Why did your people choose to become Unseelie?”

Startled by her question, Thorne arched his brow. “Because Annawyn offered leadership when none of the others would. Gebael abandoned us. The new god of life was an inconsolable child who refused to do anything about the mess she made, and the Executioner had vanished.”

“And now?”

“Some flock to the Vale where a new Raven Queen has arisen. Others search for the Executioner. Many have remained in Ellinjaa. Still more have sought the new god of chaos in her city on the cliffs, hoping for a quiet life, pretending to be anything but what they are. Chaos is not so bad, at least. Neither is Choice.”

“What about you?”

“Be more specific.”

Her mouth felt impossibly dry. “Who do you serve?”

“Myself. Many of us have embraced free will. I refuse to be a mindless servant who waits for a name to be given to me to kill.”

“That doesn’t tell me why you’re here.”

Dragging a finger down a bar, Thorne hummed as he contemplated the cage. “I’m here because my… friend is convinced you’ll want to be our ally. Since I can veil walk, the task fell to me to discover if you’re what we need for our goals.”

“And what are your goals?”

“To start with, we’re going to kill Oisin. There is someone who wants him dead, and my friend wishes to use it to prove he’s worthy. Do you think it’s something you’d be interested in?”

“If your friend wants Oisin dead, why not give his name to you?” Refusing to look at Thorne for fear he would see her hope, Eivor stared out at the city. “Nothing can stop you.”

“Tell me, pretty magpie, would you be satisfied by whispering Cathair’s name in my ear, or would you prefer to carve out his heart yourself?”

Biting her lip, she imagined being pinned beneath Thorne in the throes of passion when Cathair burst into her bedroom. The idea of whispering his name to the dullaghan and watching him transform to kill her prison keeper was enticing. But it was not as pleasurable a dream as the one she held of having him strung up in chains and unable to stop her slicing him apart slowly.

“My hands would be far more satisfying. I want to spend days washing his blood from my body. To know it has dried beneath my nails, and I must work hard to get rid of it.”

“Then you understand why my friend hasn’t given me Oisin’s name.”

“I want to kill Oisin as much as I want to kill Cathair.”

Thorne stiffened at the bitterness in her voice. “Did he hurt you?”

“He taught me my place in his regime.”

Magic whispered across the rooftop, forcing Eivor to look at him. Frost clung to Thorne’s coat, shadows twisting around his feet like they wanted to consume him. Her memories offered the one time she had seen a dullaghan in their headless state, and the thought of watching him transform sent a thrill through her. Releasing her hold on the bars, Eivor stretched out a hand to swipe her fingers through the swirling shadows. Feeling nothing, she did not stop her whine of disappointment. Staring up at Thorne’s eyes, the glow of his power turned the blue to ice.

“How can you look at me like that?” he murmured. “It’s too much.”

“I…” She shook her head and dropped her gaze to the shadows at his feet. 

“If we take command of this city, will you fight us or join us?”

“You’re going to overthrow Cathair and the Talaroonan forces?”

“Yes.”

Her palms were sweaty, and Eivor rubbed them on her skirts, using it as a distraction while she went over her options. A grain of doubt remained firmly lodged in her mind that Thorne was a test set by Cathair. It seemed a reasonable concern that saying she would join them would cause either her death or worse forms of torture than she had already endured.

Lifting her gaze back to him, she said, “If you serve Cathair, then I ask for you to kill me now. Because, yes, I would join anyone who liberated my kingdom from Oisin. They would have my eternal gratitude. Even more so if they delivered Cathair alive to my tender care.”

He smiled, reaching out to stroke her hair. “I’m glad to hear that, pretty magpie. I’d be sorry to destroy the hunger in your eyes when you look at me.”

“And until you prove the truth of your claims, I’ll hold you to my request for death.”

“Your eagerness for me to kill you is troubling.”

“There are fates worse than death. I’d rather you stop my heart than face them.”

Nodding in agreement, Thorne gestured at the city. “Stand.”

Snorting, Eivor did not move. She directed a haughty look at him, hoping he would think her refusal was out of a desire not to follow orders. It was easier than revealing the growing pain in her back and shoulders from the unhealed cuts littering her skin. Cocking his head, Thorne held a hand out for her to take.

“Don’t make me pick you up.”

“I’m fine where I am.”

His brow furrowed. “What are you hiding?”

“What is your purpose in demanding I stand up?”

“Perhaps I want to stand behind you with your body pressed to the bars while I lift your skirts. There are guards on the other side of the door; do you think you can keep quiet?”

Wriggling his fingers to taunt her, Thorne smiled at the flare of her nose. Eivor was hiding something, and he was determined to find out what before he told her what she needed to know. Grabbing a bar, she refused his help to stand, freeing Thorne to watch her move. The thin line of her mouth and the stiff way she held herself told him everything he needed to know. Snarling, he stepped closer, a hand reaching for the laces holding Eivor’s dress closed.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Hissing indignantly, she tried to turn to face him.

“Be still,” he replied, unlacing her bodice. “I want to see how bad it is.”

Head hanging, Eivor held her dress up while he opened it to reveal the white shift and stays beneath. An angry growl accompanied a gentle touch to the back of her shoulders. When his fingers pinched the fabric and pulled it away, she realised it had become stuck to the cuts. Her strangled whine of pain brought his action to a halt.

“He did this to you.”

“Yes.”

“Why?” Gazing at the blood soaked into the garments, he fought back his rage.

“Cathair doesn’t need a reason other than to remind me of my place.”

“I can’t heal this.”

Laughing at the absurdity of a dullaghan sounding upset about a lack of healing magic, Eivor glanced over her shoulder at him. “I wouldn’t ask you to. He’d find out.”

“Three days.”

“What?”

“On the night of the new moon, we’ll come when the sky is at its darkest.”

Turning back to face the city, she barely dared breathe. Questions flooded her mind, demanding to be asked, but Eivor feared she had forgotten how to speak. Accepting her silence, Thorne carefully repositioned her dress before drawing the laces together. His rage over the sight of her blood remained, and he wanted to fade into the Veil to track down Cathair so he could cut him into pieces. Briefly, he entertained the thought of asking Eivor to offer him the name, but a quick death was not a mercy the duine deserved.

“I’ll come for you when we launch the attack and free you from those cuffs. In return, I need you to find out the names of Cathair’s guards.”

“Are you going to kill them?”

Stroking the exposed skin at the back of her neck, Thorne grunted. “You give me their names, and I’ll drag him before you in chains.”

Her breath hitched. “Alive?”

“Yes.”

“I want to believe you.”

“What is stopping you?”

Shifting about to face him, Eivor studied the earnestness of his expression. “I know compared to our lives, a hundred years is a drop in the ocean. But it taught me caution. Until it unfolds, I’ll treat your news with the appropriate disbelief. Free me, bring me Cathair in chains, and then I’ll trust you.”

“Noted. I suppose it is a bit much to ask you to trust me without giving you proof of my worthiness. Though your lack of trust doesn’t seem to impede your desire for me.”

“I’m duine. I lust after anything I find mildly attractive.”

“Mildly? It’s more than that,” he purred.

“True. I won’t deny it. I wanted you the moment I set eyes on you.”

“How long did it take you to work out what I am?”

“Longer than it should have,” Eivor replied bitterly. “I’ve met a dullaghan before. A long time ago. It was with my mother in the woods, just the two of us. I was maybe 500.”

His jaw clenched briefly, eyes searching out the distant darkness that was the forest. “You wore a sky-blue dress and such a serious expression. But you waited at the edge of the grove in silence as Malena asked you to. I watched from the Veil while she spoke to my brother.”

“Why were you there?”

“We were delivering a message. Things between the old gods were worsening, and the Executioner was concerned for Malena’s safety… and yours.”

“Mine?”

“You might not be a husk maker, but you carry threads of Death’s power. I don’t think you can command us, but it wouldn’t surprise me.”

Pursing her lips, Eivor longed to find out if she could. “What if I can? Would you serve me if I commanded you to kneel at my feet? Could I turn you into my pet dullaghan?”

Reaching out to grip a bar beside her head, Thorne leaned in with a smirk. “Prove yourself worthy, and I won’t need to be commanded to kneel at your feet.”

“Empty words.”

“I guess you’ll have to prove yourself and find out.”

“And if I don’t?”

“I won’t be the one kneeling.”

Smiling, she brought her face closer, and he swallowed at the triumphant sparkle in her eyes. Her fingers ran down the line of buttons on his coat, a teasing touch Thorne knew was intended to make him think of her hands on him. There were thousands of years between them, but she was a duine, and had an advantage.

“Do you know what my power is?” Running her hand back up, Eivor toyed with the top button. “I’m not a husk maker or a healer. I’m an adequate warrior, but nothing like my sister Astoria, the infamous Battle Hawk. So, tell me, Thorne, what is my magic?”

The low purr of her voice pulled him in two directions. “I'm well aware you're a mind mage.”

“Indeed.”

“You’re not a god, pretty magpie. You won’t be able to dig your claws into my mind and twist me to your purpose. I’m a dullaghan, the Master of the Hunt, and I am immune to such powers.”

Twisting her fingers to gather a handful of his coat, Eivor tugged him closer. “Is that what you believe? Maybe you are. We’ll find out when you release my magic. If you release my magic.”

“Do you think you’re skilled enough to twist me about with words alone?”

“Oh, most certainly.” Bringing her lips tantalisingly close to his, she whispered, “When I fucked the envoy from Samphire two nights ago, I pretended it was you.”

Thorne growled, unable to resist the jealousy her words stirred. “Did he satisfy you?”

“Powers no, but I know how to make a man believe he gave me the best climax of my life. Will you be able to tell the difference between the truth and the lies?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

The game was affecting him more than Thorne wanted to admit. It stirred memories of other powerful people who had never known how it felt to be denied. Eivor was a queen, and she had grown up knowing she was second only to her parents. Her beauty was the sort bards wrote ballads to praise. He doubted anyone had ever told her no before Oisin invaded.

“You’re vicious, pretty magpie,” he murmured.

“Do you like it?”

“It’s a rare person who doesn’t flee when they find out what I am. Yet here you are, lusting after me like no one has touched you in hundreds of years.”

Her other hand stroked the line of his jaw. “You don’t frighten me. Then again, I’ve always found fear arousing. Perhaps those threads of Death’s power make me want to have you buried between my thighs. Tell me, can you perform in your other form?”

“What?” Startled, he pulled back slightly.

“Your headless form. I’m curious.”

“No. Our headless forms possess no gender nor the necessary parts.”

Pouting, Eivor shrugged. “A pity.”

“Is this all you think about?”

“I’ve been kept in a cage, isolated from people, and let me tell you, you quickly run out of things to think about. There are only so many hours in the day I can dedicate to dreaming about revenge before my thoughts turn to other pleasurable ideas.”

Mouth twisting, Thorne wanted to argue, but he remembered the thousand years of imprisonment in the Veil. “Don’t you want to know who will free your city?”

“No, not particularly. It’s probably a bad idea to tell me. Cathair is far more skilled than I am at fucking with a person’s mind, and I am currently defenceless. Not knowing is safer for me.”

“Are you sure that’s what you want? I agree with you, but...”

Licking her lips, Eivor chuckled. “I’m sure. If Cathair discovers I’m conspiring with you with his death in mind? Well, those cuts on my back are nothing compared to what he would do to me. There might be nothing left for you to rescue in three days.”

“How often does he hurt you?” Thorne regretted asking, knowing it would fuel his desire to kill Cathair before they had taken the city.

“Less often than in the beginning. I’ve learnt how to play my part to protect my hide. Of course, if they had treated me better when they invaded, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. My loyalty could have belonged to Oisin, but he imprisoned me instead.”

“What will it take for us to own your loyalty?”

The vicious twist of her lips matched the darkness behind Eivor’s eyes. “Restore my magic, bring me Cathair in chains, and hold him down while I carve out his still-beating heart. Then we’ll talk about the price of my loyalty.”
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