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For anyone who has ever doubted
if they were the main character in their own story.
You are.









Part One


The Stolen Child




Where the wave of moonlight glosses


The dim grey sands with light,


Far off by furthest Rosses


We foot it all the night,


Weaving olden dances


Mingling hands and mingling glances


Till the moon has taken flight …


Come away, O human child!


To the waters and the wild


With a faery, hand in hand,


For the world’s more full of weeping than you can understand.


—“The Stolen Child” by W. B. Yeats












Chapter One




Gort—Ivy


Autumn





I should not have drunk the blackberry wine. It slid violet through my veins and pricked sharp thorns at the nape of my neck. I’d thought it would calm me—focus my mind on the task at hand—but the opposite was true. I felt loose and reckless, jittering with nerves. I curled my hands tighter around my cup, fighting the brambles nettling at my fingertips.


Served me right for drinking on duty.


“More wine?” Connla Rechtmar, prince of Fannon, leaned forward in his fur-draped seat. He sloshed a carafe of purple liquid and flashed me an expectant smile. “Or do I need to offer you something stronger to make you take off that cloak you’re hiding under?”


By now, the wine had traveled to my face, and I fought a flush—not of girlish embarrassment, but of fury. He had the audacity to speak to me like I was some timid strumpet? I could break his neck without breaking a sweat.


My wine-spiked blood pounded between my ears, hot with the prospect of violence.


I reminded myself that Connla didn’t know what I was capable of. And if I had any sense, I’d keep it that way.


The tent was too warm, the fire roaring to ward off late autumn’s chill. I would’ve preferred it cold—a bite of frost to keep me alert. I forced myself to count off the steps of my mission through the fevered muddle of my thoughts:


One. Get to the carafe of wine.


Two. Drug the wine.


Three. Smother Connla’s unconscious face in his mound of seduction furs. (If I had time.)


Four. Find the prince’s captive darrig.


Five. Bring the wicked creature to my mother.


I took a deep breath, even as I pressed a thumb against the bracelet I wore around my wrist, a woven circle of dried poison ivy, nettle, and bramble. It dug into the tender ring of irritated skin below it. The flare of pain untangled the snarl of my thoughts.


I undid the clasp of my heavy woolen cloak, dropping it to the floor before my skin could prickle with sharp thorns. Without the outer garment, the air was blessedly cooler on my bare arms and exposed collarbones. I looked up through my lashes at Connla, gauging his reaction to my kirtle—or lack thereof. The sheer forest-green silk was striking against my pale skin and did little to disguise my physique. The thin shoulder straps were unnecessary considering how tight I’d cinched the bodice, accentuating my modest curves and slender waist. The high slit in the skirt left little to the imagination.


It achieved the desired effect. Connla’s eyes widened, then darkened. He shifted in his chair. I fought the urge to shudder at the vulgar anticipation slicking his gaze.


Truthfully, I could have worn a grain sack or a few judiciously placed oak leaves. Connla wanted me, with or without the clinging dress, and I’d known it since that morning.


For the past fortnight, all the under-kings and noblemen of Fódla had been camped near Rath na Mara—the high queen’s capital—to participate in the Áenach Tailteann, funeral games held to celebrate and mourn kings of Fódla. This year’s assembly honored the late under-king of Eòdan and crowned his heir.


For the first few days, the high queen, Eithne Uí Mainnín—my adoptive mother—had presided over the creation of new laws, followed by a great funeral pyre in the king’s honor. Then the games had begun—trials of physical and mental prowess that allowed young warriors and poets the opportunity to prove their strength, valor, and wit.


Connla Rechtmar had represented his father’s household in a few categories—archery, horse racing, blades. He’d won all his matches—an odd bit of luck, considering he was lazy and slow, even for a prince.


Mother had not allowed me to compete. No—I was her secret, her instrument, her weapon. Flaunting my skills before her nobles was of no use to her—not if she wished me to spy on them, tease out their secrets, hunt down their weaknesses. So, as always, she kept me beside her in the queen’s box, demurely dressed and diffident. The queen’s favored fosterling—a strange, quiet little mouse.


That was where Connla noticed me. It wasn’t unusual to feel eyes on the side of my face—even though I looked chaste and obedient, there were the rumors. There were always the rumors—about where I’d come from, why I looked the way I did, why the queen took particular interest in me. But Connla’s regard was different—an oily kind of interest I didn’t find particularly flattering. I was debating whether I could surreptitiously give him the two-fingered salute across the ring, when Mother leaned over to me. She pretended to tuck an errant lock of sable hair beneath my veil.


“Rechtmar’s son desires you,” she murmured to me, too quiet for her other attendants to hear.


“I noticed,” I grumbled. And then, hopefully: “May I kill him for it?”


“You may not.” She almost smiled. “Cathair?”


Ollamh Cathair—the queen’s druid, chief advisor, and long-term lover—moved from his place behind her. He slid onto the bench beside me as Mother returned her attention to the archery contest below. His unwanted closeness chased away my cheekiness, but I forced myself not to flinch.


Cathair was a slender middle-aged man with a mild bearing. But his looks were his best deception. He had trained me in many things these past eleven years. Folklore. Ciphers. Poisons. Espionage. But first and foremost, he had taught me never to show my enemy how much I hated him.


“Fannon has been exceptionally lucky in their border skirmishes this year,” Cathair muttered. “Flash floods sweeping away enemy troops, falling trees blocking supply wagons. That kind of thing. My informants believe they may have captured a darrig.”


Although the Fair Folk found ways to slink into our realm, it was expressly forbidden to consort with them. To keep a darrig was treason—the gnome-like creatures could predict events not yet passed and affect the outcome of simple occurrences. A tree falling, perhaps. The direction of a flood. Or even the outcome of a sword fight in a tournament.


“You believe Connla has the darrig?” I guessed, keeping my eye on the prince in question, who was celebrating his lucky wins by lazily swilling ale in the stands.


“Old Rechtmar is past his prime,” Cathair told me. “Connla is his heir, his war advisor, and the captain of his fianna. If anyone has it, it will be Connla. Capture the thing for us, won’t you?”


“You mean execute it.” I glanced past Cathair to the queen. “Don’t you?”


“Not this time.” His expression held the kind of deadly intent I’d learned not to question. “We have a use for the creature.”


I hid my uncertainty. Mother despised and distrusted the Fair Folk—they who had once ruled this land as gods. They were wicked, fickle, violent creatures who did not belong in the human realm. During a diplomatic delegation twenty years ago, the Folk had assassinated the high king, Mother’s husband. The unjustified execution had incited the Gate War. The fight had been savage and bloody, until the Folk had effectively ended it by stealing away twelve human girls—the last, the queen’s own daughter.


Mother never utilized the treacherous Folk for her own devices. Except me, the changeling child who had been left in her daughter’s place twelve years ago. But after so much time in the queen’s household, I was far more human than Folk. And everything I did for Mother, I did willingly.


Including this.


I refocused my attention on Connla, who was still staring brazenly at me from below. “How am I supposed to find the darrig?”


“You’ve demonstrated your tactical skills to me, little witch. And you’ve been developing an adequate head for subterfuge.” Cathair’s voice was sardonic. “But you have not yet proved yourself adept at seduction.”


I wasn’t thrilled by that idea. But what Cathair—and by extension, Mother—asked of me, I obeyed.


So here I was—a little drunk, sweating my arse off in a gown that left nothing to the imagination, as an overfed prince beckoned me closer with greedy fingers. Again, I fought a shudder of disgust.


I reminded myself this face did not belong to me. Nor the body, most likely. Who cared if I used them as tools, as weapons? They were nothing but what I made of them.


I swayed toward Connla, pasting on a slow smile and swinging my hips more than was strictly necessary. He patted his knee and I lowered myself onto his lap, gritting my teeth as his hand slithered around my waist.


“Yes, more wine is exactly what we need,” I murmured, leaning into him. “But won’t you allow me to serve you this time, my prince?”


I reached for the carafe of wine. But Connla caught my hand with one of his own, gripping my wrist. His eyes raked me from head to toe, bright with a canny light.


“I didn’t expect your message tonight, my lady.” His breath was hot and sour on my cheek. “Nor did I expect you to show up in my tent, half-dressed and eager for wine.”


“What can I say?” I clenched my jaw harder behind my smile. “I couldn’t take my eyes off you. Besides, it’s hard to find a decent drink up at Rath na Mara.”


“Perhaps. Or perhaps you had some other reason.” His eyes glittered. “You see, after your unexpected note, I confess I told a few local lads about it. I maybe even bragged a bit. And what they had to say about you was … interesting.”


His hand tightened around my wrist, sending pain flaring up my arm.


“The thing is, Fia Ní Mainnín, everyone says you’re not actually a cousin of the queen. They say you’re a little witch. A cailleach, if you can believe it.” His voice took on an unpleasant note. “Now, I’ve lain with a witch or two before, so I couldn’t care less about that. But they also say your power comes from the Folk. They say you’re a changeling.”


Shite.


“Changeling?” I forced a laugh, which came out reedy. “The wine must have addled your wits, my lord. I’m the queen’s fosterling.”


“I know what I heard.” His expression was implacable. “You’re unnatural. Look at you—your hair is dark as deep water. Your mismatched eyes are strange enough to give a man nightmares. You’re small enough to snap like a twig in the forest. I’d wager money on it—you’re a filthy changeling, like they said. Where did the high queen find you? How does she keep you? And what must I do to take you from her?”


I froze at the menace—the hunger—in Connla’s voice. His grip on me tightened painfully. My options were narrowing by the moment. My veins itched with brambles, and I fantasized—brilliantly, achingly—of wrapping my fingers around his throat and choking him with thorns. Filling his mouth with sharp leaves, blanking his eyes with wet berries until I returned him to the land as a creeping, stinging blackberry bush.


It would be so easy.


But mother would eat my liver for breakfast if I Greenmarked one of her under-kings’ heirs without her say-so. With more will-power than I knew I possessed, I calmed myself.


Still, his words crept into my mind on serrated little feet.


You’re small enough to snap like a twig in the forest.


The words rankled me, although they were half-true—I was small. I’d always been small. When Mother first sent me to her weapons masters to learn to ride and shoot and wrestle and fence, I was nine, and small even for my age. I couldn’t draw the longbows favored by Mother’s fianna; I couldn’t reach the backs of their fine tall stallions; I couldn’t even begin to lift the broad, straight claimhte carried by proud fénnidi into battle. So I fashioned my own bows out of young saplings I found in the wood, and I taught myself to ride bareback on fleet marsh ponies too small for grown adults and to fight fast and dirty with a dagger in both hands. Even now, at twenty, I was small—shorter than most and lean from strict exercise and rigorous sparring.


But size wasn’t everything. The height of a bow was worth less than the aim of the archer. The stride of a horse was worth less than its will to run. The length of a sword was worth less than the edge on its blade.


I was small. I was a changeling, although I’d be damned if I admitted it to this fatted prince. But I was fast and fierce and unrelentingly trained.


Screw the revealing dress and the subterfuge. I was going to have to do this my way.


Without warning, I jabbed my free hand inward, catching Connla’s bicep above his elbow. He grunted as the muscle spasmed. His grip on my wrist relaxed—I wrenched my hand free and sucker punched him in the face. He reeled away, dumping me out of his lap. Blood dripped down his chin, staining the expensive rug under his feet.


“You bitch,” he gasped wetly.


“Bitch, witch.” I shrugged. “Just don’t ever call me changeling again.”


I climbed him like a ladder before he could so much as make a fist. Wrapping both arms around his head, I swung my legs around his neck—the fabric of my dress audibly ripping—and threw myself backward. My weight jerked Connla forward, cartwheeling him head over arse. He landed hard on his back, the wind visibly gusting out of his chest.


I landed neatly on my feet. I crouched over him where he flailed like a gutted fish, planting my elbows on my knees and staring into his blood-drenched face.


“Tell me where the darrig is,” I demanded.


It took him a long time to draw enough breath to say, “No.”


“Fine,” I told him. “I’ll find the wretched creature myself.”


I slammed his skull against the edge of the fire pit. His eyes rolled and his head lolled sideways.


The tent was large, but it wasn’t endless. There were only so many places you could hide one of the Fair Folk, especially if you were keeping it captive. Somewhere out of the moonlight, which lent them power. Within a cage made of iron, which sapped their strength. I skipped the bed—mounded with soft furs, its purpose was revoltingly clear—and turned to Connla’s war trunk.


Locked, of course. I could pick it, but that would take precious minutes I didn’t have. Connla wouldn’t be out for long.


I laid my hand against the mechanism, then hesitated.


Little witch.


When I was ten, I’d found an injured hedgehog at the edge of the forest. I snuck it into my chambers, hiding it beneath my bed. I’d come to adore it, nursing it back to health and naming it Pinecone. But I’d let it get too close to me. One day, I’d fallen asleep with it tucked against my chest, beneath my shirt. When I woke, my magic had taken Pinecone from me—all that remained were clods of dirt and flecks of blood held together by pine needles and wood sap.


Some people—Mother in particular—saw my magic as a gift. I knew it to be a curse. It never gave, only took.


Blood throbbed against my palm, dark with shadow and hot with wine. I hesitated a second longer, then closed my eyes. I imagined thick brambles studded with dark fruit and capped with sharp thorns. When I opened my eyes, tough briars had snaked into the mechanism.


The metal groaned, bent. Snapped. I threw the trunk open.


At first, it looked like Connla’s trunk was full of jumbled sticks. But I blinked, and it was the darrig—a hunched and broken creature, with a body like a stump and limbs like gnarled branches and eyes like glossy pebbles. The iron cage Connla kept it in was too small—the darrig’s legs didn’t have room to bend without touching the metal, and ugly welts vied for space with bruises on its tree-bark skin. The sickening stench of burnt wood and rotting mulch wafted out of the trunk.


“Help,” the darrig croaked.


Sympathy pulsed through me, warring with my purpose for being here. The darrig might be a wicked, deceitful creature from Tír na nÓg. But not even fiends deserved the treatment Connla had given it. Stuffed into a tiny cage, starved and beaten.


I steeled my emotions. The Gate War had been fought with battle metal and mortal blood, nightmares and stolen fears. It had claimed countless lives. The war might technically be over—the Gates closed and buried, Mother’s vast fianna disbanded—but it had never ended. It was now simply fought on different fields.


I turned away from the creature, casting about for where I’d left my cloak. I needed something to wrap around the cage, to—


Fingers brittle as twigs wrapped tight around my wrist. I whipped around. The darrig had squeezed its wizened arm through the bars of its cage, ignoring the metal searing its flesh. It was surprisingly strong—although I shook my wrist in disgust, it held on to me with grim determination.


“Help.” An inexplicable glimmer of hope touched its depthless eyes. “Mend the broken heart. End the sorrow. Give what life is left, so we may see the morrow.”


“What are you talking about?” I twisted my arm, but the thing wouldn’t let me go. “Are you asking me to put you out of your misery?”


There was a thud behind me, drowning out whatever response the creature would have made. A hand wrapped around one of the braids coiled at my crown, brutally yanking my head back. Through watering eyes, I saw Connla looming behind me. His arm snaked around my throat and squeezed, sending pain spiking from my neck to my skull.


“Dishonorable bastard,” I croaked. I had severely underestimated his recovery time.


“Treacherous changeling,” he growled.


My vision blurred.


Wrapping my hands around his elbow joint, I pivoted, swinging sharply away and breaking his hold. I slid one hand to his wrist, still gripping his elbow in the other, and cranked his arm sharply. He cried out, leaning back to avoid my breaking his arm. One swift kick to his leg sent him to his knees. Another returned him to the floor.


This time, I was angry. I flung myself down on top of him, clamping my legs around his arms and torso. One of my hands found the hilt of my razor-sharp skean; the other, jammed into the soft space where Connla’s throat throbbed, began to change. My veins went green. The tracery of serrated leaves was lace on my skin. And little thorns—sharp as a blackberry bramble—prickled my palm and fingertips. A trickle of blood dripped down Connla’s neck, and his throat worked, fear muddling his gaze. Some corner of my mind screamed at me to release him, to shake out the fury bruising my blood.


But it was too late. I hadn’t wanted to kill him before.


I did now.


Black and red and tumultuous green flared behind my eyes. I lowered my knife toward his throat.


Hands clamped down on my shoulders.


I cursed—yet again, I’d forgotten to watch my back.









Chapter Two


My attacker was strong—they lifted me like a rag doll off Connla’s supine figure. I kicked back and struck flesh, earning a male grunt for my efforts. I took quick advantage, seizing the wrist of the hand gripping my shoulder. Twisting under the man’s arm, I grabbed a fistful of his thick cloak and sliced my skean toward his throat.


He blocked my blow with a gauntlet, sending a shock of impact blazing up my arm. His hand folded over mine where it gripped his mantle. He leaned forward.


“The joy is in the thrill of the fight,” he murmured, too low for Connla to hear. A trace of inexplicable amusement varnished his low tenor. “Not the promise of a kill.”


I froze. The voice might not be familiar, but the words were. They conjured a morning swathed in mist—the training yard at dawn. The clack of wooden training swords. Cold sweat puddling along my collarbone and my breath like a knife in the throat. I’d been thirteen and livid with righteous indignation—my sparring opponent, a trainee in one of Mother’s fianna, had beaten me a dozen times in a row. But he’d won badly each time—whacking me over the wrist so my numb hand dropped my claíomh; jabbing my throat with his fingers so I doubled over coughing; pulling my hair until my neck ached. Each time, I’d looked to the rígfénnid for support, but he was never watching when my opponent cheated. Anger had spiked hemlock through my veins. Finally, I’d snapped—I’d thrown myself at the young man, play-sword forgotten, throttling him and pummeling him and kicking him. I’d wanted to kill him, and nothing had ever felt so good.


But he had been there to pull me off—Rogan Mòr, prince of Bridei, one of Mother’s noble fosterlings. My best friend, two years older than I was. My only confidant.


That day, he’d gripped me tight until my rage had faded, and he’d whispered those words in my ear, as he would many times after: The joy is in the thrill of the fight, not the promise of a kill.


But Rogan had been gone for years.


The last time I saw him, he’d been a gangly youth. Now he had the face of a man—hard jaw, soft lips, bold brows. But the boy I knew was still there—in the waving golden hair kissing his brow, in the laughing set of his mouth, in eyes the same shade as the ocean below the hill at Bré.


I unwound my hands from his mantle. Not because I didn’t want to touch him, but because I did. I had to remind myself—it was he who had left four years ago.


He is not meant for you.


“Princeling?” I ground out through clenched teeth. “What in the Morrigan’s name are you doing here?”


“Saving your hopeless arse.” Despite my tone, he smiled—warm wind and spring green. “Or more accurately, his.”


Connla had taken advantage of our distraction to scoot backward across the floor, clamber over his mound of seduction furs, slam the top down on the darrig’s chest, and rip open the door to his tent.


“Guards!” he hollered into the night. “Guards!”


The response was immediate—shouts rang out across camp, along with the clatter of metal and the keening bay of hunting dogs.


“Shite.” I lunged for my discarded cloak, glancing regretfully at where the darrig was hidden. Maybe there was still time—


But a long, sharp claíomh had found its way into Connla’s hand. Blood still dripped from his nose—the triumphant grin he gave me was red and gruesome as he blocked the doorway.


Swiftly, I glanced around Connla’s lordly tent. The canvas was thick and new—there was no way I’d be able to slice through it with my slender skeans. No claíomh hung from Rogan’s hip.


And I had a feeling Connla would rather kill me than let me get past him.


Which left only one option.


I laid my hand against the fabric of the tent wall and closed my eyes. The fibers were fine woven and dense. Lifeless. I pushed through the haze of purple wine and sharp thorns still clouding my mind, seeking the spark, the life, the growth. Finally—a glimmer of green. A flash of pale sunlight between high rows of plantings. Comb-toothed leaves swaying in a damp breeze. Mud and rot and earthworms pushing between roots.


The hemp had nearly forgotten what it was to grow, to live. It had been plucked and retted and combed and spun and woven. It had grown accustomed to being inert, being dead, being cloth.


But nothing could forget what it truly was. Even those things that might wish to.


I latched onto the hemp, anchoring it to my own moss-stained blood. The fine-woven fibers burst to life. Green rippled along the canvas. It split apart, broad leaves waving us through. I dashed out into the chilly evening, Rogan close on my heels, then closed the gap behind us. Regret slid through me as the hemp reluctantly became cloth once more.


I let my hand drop, then glanced at Rogan. A trace of unease touched his face before smoothing away.


“Now what?” he asked.


I set my jaw and glanced up. Perched on the neighboring tent were a few curious starlings, their glitter-black plumage nearly invisible against the night sky. I signaled to them, and they dispersed with a trill.


Tonight was not yet lost. I might not have retrieved the darrig myself, but I wasn’t the queen’s only spy. After the offenses I’d done him, Connla would feel honor bound to pursue me if I ran. And with his fiann on my tail, his tent would be unguarded.


Cathair’s witch-birds would pass along my message. “Now? I’ll lead them in a merry chase.” I smirked at Rogan, giving in to the pulse of new life shading my blood green and gold. “See if you can keep up, princeling.”


[image: image]


The fields below Rath na Mara were dominated by the vast hunching tents of the four under-kings of Fódla, their households, and their retinues. But theirs were not the only encampments. Despite plague in the south and famine in the north, many had made the trip to the capital for the funeral games—merchants, beggars, bards. Hopeful farm boys with their granddad’s rusted swords. Tents and lean-tos and caravans dotted the plain, with a cobweb of makeshift roads and pathways churning to muck between them.


It made for bad, slow going. And with every step we took, Connla’s men and dogs circled closer.


“It’s too far,” I gasped out. My bravado was beginning to leak away as we crouched down behind a makeshift privy reeking of shite. The high wooden palisade ringing Rath na Mara was barely a quarter mile away, but the improvised city hemming us in was like a maze. “What if you led them off ? Connla’s looking for me, not you.”


I turned to Rogan. It was hard for me to look at him without staring—I reveled in the familiarity of him, even as I ogled at the changes. And there were a lot of changes. He’d filled out, for one—his arms, bare beneath his cloak, rippled with thick muscle, and the cut of his shoulders was far broader than I remembered.


“Me?” He huffed a laugh. “Fannon hates Bridei. If they catch me lurking in their camp, they’ll cut an eye out, then tell my king father it was an unfortunate accident.”


“Good point.” I looked at the eyes in question, which even in darkness shone a deep blue-green. “Although you only really need one of your eyes.”


“I would look dashing in an eye patch.”


A dog barked, too close for comfort. Some decision sparked on Rogan’s face, and he began slinking away.


In the wrong direction.


“Where are you going?” I hissed at his receding back.


He paused. “Have I ever led you astray?”


“Frequently.”


“Maybe I’ve changed.”


I opened my mouth to retort, but smoking torches flamed in my periphery and for a moment I felt the bite of phantom teeth. Following the prince who had broken my heart deeper into the camp of a man who wanted to kill me wasn’t my favorite idea. But I was running out of other options.


I crept after Rogan.


After what felt like miles—Connla’s men gaining ground with every step—the tents and lean-tos thinned out. The light of a bonfire rose up. A scattering of derelict outbuildings appeared—a crofter’s hut, long abandoned, and what looked like an old barn. Torchlight glittered from dilapidated windows ringing with loud laughter and song. Men and women stumbled drunkenly around the fire. Tapped barrels were stacked beneath the eave of the hut.


A makeshift tavern? “I don’t think—”


“Trust me.” Rogan held out his hand. I hesitated, then gripped his palm, even as I cursed myself for a fool.


He pulled me toward the hut, pushing through the crowd. A narrow alley cut between the hut and the barn—barely any light filtered through. He pushed me in first, then glanced back the way we’d come.


Connla’s fiann had cleared the last few tents and marched on the bonfire. Metal glinted red in the firelight. Huge dogs strained at collars. The rígfénnid stopped one of the drunks by the fire, who shook his head. The rígfénnid waved his men toward the ring of barrels. I swallowed fear and tugged Rogan’s hand, wanting to move deeper into the alley. He shook his head.


“Dead end,” he whispered.


My heart thundered in my chest. “Then why—”


Over his shoulder, one of the men by the barrels pointed in our direction.


Rogan spun toward me. He slid both hands around my waist and lifted me like I weighed nothing. My back struck rough stone as Rogan pinned me with his bulk. I inhaled sharply, gripping his shoulders for balance. His muscles flexed beneath my palms as one of his hands slid along my bare leg, lifting it up around his hip. The leather armor covering his torso slid hard against the inside of my thighs. Warmth sparked in my core and sizzled through my veins, tangling with my rising panic.


“What are you doing?” I breathed.


His other hand rose to my face, tugging the hood of my cloak further over my forehead. His fingers splayed against the side of my cheek. He bent his face toward my neck. “You can thank me later.”


Rogan’s lips brushed my throat, sending delicate vines of heat to climb my face. His breath was ragged. My own breath rose to the same cadence as nerves and adrenaline and his overwhelming closeness sent my pulse ratcheting. I dug my fingertips deeper into his mantle, praying to any gods who might be listening that this wasn’t the stupidest plan my handsome, idiotic prince had ever devised. But it was hard to focus on impending doom with his kiss teasing my neck, his large hands circling my waist, his belt buckle pressing into my lower belly. I shifted my weight, hooking a leg into the small of his back to brace myself. He exhaled roughly, sliding his hands lower to cup my rear. His eyes dragged up, collided with mine. His lips were mere inches away, and I—


The thud of boots made every muscle in my body tauten. The scrabble of claws on stone scratched my ears. The shink of metal being drawn pulled ice down my spine.


There was a rough male chuckle from five paces. A mocking whistle.


Without pulling his mouth from my throat, Rogan lifted two fingers and flipped off the guards.


Who laughed. Yanked at their dogs. And miraculously moved on.


I closed my eyes and followed them with my ears—boots tromping back toward the bonfire, armored men shoving into the crowded crofter’s hut. Shouts of annoyance. Muffled conversation. And then—at last—nothing but the nonthreatening sounds of laughter and singing and someone puking up ale in the gorse.


It felt like a long time before Rogan released me—and yet not long enough. We were both panting, and I was trembling—the aftereffects of fear and adrenaline and desire skating hot along my bones. Rogan stepped away from me, but one of his hands lingered at my waist. The buckles on his armor had shredded the silken dress, and his palm was warm through the tattered fabric.


“You’re insane,” I ground out.


His shrug was carefree, but relief pooled in his eyes. “Better than dead.”


“Debatable.” Connla’s fiann was nowhere in sight, but it wouldn’t be gone long. “We need to get back to the fort before they double back.”


“Lead the way.”
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The high palisade surrounding Rath na Mara was studded with fortified gates. The night watchmen waved me through without question—they were sworn to Mother and accustomed to my odd hours. They studied Rogan more closely but allowed him to follow me across the courtyard into the main hall. We stumbled inside the arching doors, our panting breaths loud in the echoing, silent room.


“What are you doing here?” I choked out. It was late—although Mother had feasted with her under-kings earlier, all that was left of the revel were carcasses on platters, empty flagons of mead, stinking rushes beneath our feet, and a few drunks snoring in the corners. “And what in the Morrigan’s name were you doing in Connla’s tent?”


Rogan shook out his golden hair and unfastened his bold-checked cloak. The candlelight caught on the brooch at his shoulder—a cracked gemstone polished to a sheen that perfectly matched his eyes.


No—not gemstone. River stone.


My breath caught. I’d been about eleven the day we’d found it. Rogan and I had gotten separated from a boar-hunting party. Not particularly disappointed, we’d spent the warm afternoon chasing rabbits through the forest and splashing in the wide brook winding between the trees. I’d been the one to find the glittering blue-green stone—as large as my fist, with a narrow crack through its center. But it was Rogan who’d fallen in love with it. He’d held it up to sparkle in the light and claimed it was an enchanted emerald from far-flung lands. I’d laughed at him, saying we were too old for such fanciful stories. But when the sun rode low and Rogan tried to hand the pretty stone back to me, I’d told him to keep it.


“Perhaps someday you’ll use that enchanted emerald to break a Folk curse,” I’d told him, teasing. “Besides, it matches your eyes.”


But the truth was, I’d never been able to refuse Rogan Mòr anything he wanted.


And all these years later, he still wore my gift like a talisman.


I gripped my wrist beneath my mantle, driving the bracelet of nettles and thorns deeper into the tender skin.


He is not meant for you.


“I arrived at Rath na Mara earlier tonight,” Rogan was saying. “I was supposed to present my father’s tributes to the queen at the feast. But then I saw you—or who I thought was you—leave through the gates. I tried to catch you, but you were long gone. And honestly, I got kind of lost. I wound up at that tavern where we—”


He trailed off. His eyes darkened, and I didn’t think it had anything to do with the tapers dying on the table. A traitorous dart of heat tangled with wariness in my belly.


I kept reminding myself he left me, four years ago. His choice. No one had made him go.


“Anyway. I was thirsty. While I was there, I heard some of Connla’s cronies gossiping—about a witch, a changeling, some dastardly plot afoot. I thought you might need saving.”


“I didn’t.”


“I know that now.” He grinned. “I’m pretty sure it’s that hog Connla who owes me his life.”


Silence settled between us.


“Amergin’s knees, Fia!” he finally said, whistling low. “You’ve changed. How long has it been?”


I knew exactly how long it had been, down to the hour, minute, and second, although I wasn’t going to tell him that. The memory of the day Rogan left haunted me. A cool blue morning at the end of summer. The courtyard of Rath na Mara ringing with the hooves of his soot-black stallion, a gift from Mother on his eighteenth birthday. Cairell Mòr’s fiann, come to escort their prince home. And Mother’s hand on the back of my neck, fingernails grazing my skin just enough to remind me she’d been right all along.


Princes were nothing but trouble. And no one—especially not Rogan—could ever love me more than she did.


“Four years, more or less,” I answered carelessly. “What are you doing back in Rath na Mara? Mother will be displeased when she hears you’ve returned without her permission.”


“Displeased? Don’t you mean she’ll have my skull as a paperweight?” He grinned. “I’m not so stupid, changeling. She’s the one who summoned me.”


Traitorous hope bloomed inside me. “Why?”


“Why else?” His eyes softened with dreams unfolding—dreams I knew him well enough to recognize. Dreams that had never included me. “The queen and her druid have solved it at last. They’ve found a way to save the princess and bring her home.”


The unspoken end to the sentence hung in the air between us.


Bring her home … to marry me.


Rogan Mòr had been betrothed to Eala Ní Mainnín since the day she was born. And although I had been raised by Eala’s mother and wore Eala’s face, I was not Eala. Would never be Eala. Not in any of the ways that counted.


I was made of rocks and bones and stinging things. I was not destined to wed princes. Admire them. Lust after them. Maybe even bed them.


But never wed them.


“It’s late.” He yawned. “I’m to bed. Coming?”


I swallowed, trying not to think of him in his bed. “As tempting as that sounds, I think I’d rather snuggle up with the drunk in the corner.”


Rogan forced a chuckle. “I meant your bed, you wanton woman. But don’t let me dissuade you from your choice of a vomitous bedfellow.”


I watched his back recede through the smoky feasting hall. Memories twisted in my head like a thicket of briars—Rogan Mòr’s hands on my hips, my legs around his waist, his lips on my throat. How he always called me changeling, in a way that made me feel like I might be something precious, something wanted, instead of a fell creature of the forest, with a stolen face and a borrowed mother and an unrequited love.


Because precious or not, changeling was what—and who—I was.


Of the twelve daughters stolen by the Folk, only Eala had been replaced by a living changeling. The first girl had been replaced by a bundle of twigs held together by a baby’s swaddling cloth—a silent manikin who withered away to rotten wood. Another disappeared into a meadow of flowers, replaced by a swarm of angry bees. One mother put her child to her breast only to find a ravenous piglet suckling in its stead.


But in Eala’s place had been left a little girl. A girl who looked just like the princess, but with night-dark hair and strange, mismatched eyes.


Me.


I’d woken one morning in a plush feather bed with green magic at my fingertips, the dark forest in my heart, and no memory of where I’d come from. I’d been as confused as the princess’s nursemaid, who’d taken one look at me and screamed loud enough to wake the whole castle.


For months, Mother expected me to burst into a cloud of butterflies or rot into piles of mushrooms. But I stayed, although no one could say why.


I was not born of these human realms. I was not human.


But neither was I one of them. Iron did not scald me; rowan-berries did not blind me. I aged and sickened like a human. I could not survive on moonbeams and flower pollen—I needed bread and meat to nourish me.


Too much of each, yet not enough of one to be accepted by either.


Whatever—whoever—I was, I belonged here now. If the Folk had ever had a claim to me, they had renounced it when they gave me up, abandoned me in exchange for Eala Ní Mainnín. They had stolen a princess and left me. She was valuable—I was something they bartered away without care and without my consent. I hated them for it—hated them almost as much as I adored the queen who gave me a home, raised me with a purpose, loved me as she would her own daughter. Despite the mockery of my appearance, a constant reminder that the same vengeful Fair Folk who left me had killed her husband and stolen her only child.


She could have easily executed me. And not even I could have blamed her if she had.


I sighed and squared my shoulders. I would do anything for Mother. Including helping the man I loved find the woman he was promised to marry.









Chapter Three


The high queen’s summons came early the next morning. Too early. My head pounded from wine, adrenaline, and too little sleep. My limbs ached from using my Greenmark—as though I had knotted branches for bones and tough vines for muscles.


But one did not ignore an invitation from the queen. So I braided back my tangled hair and chugged a cup of water to sweep away the tastes warring in my throat—muck, disgust, desire, resentment.


Rogan was waiting at the door to Mother’s audience chambers. He didn’t say anything, only flashed me a private smile.


My head throbbed like a swollen river. I didn’t smile back. Instead, I shoved the door open.


I should have knocked.


Mother’s throne room was austere. No bronze cups or carven shields or glittering weapons adorned the walls—only a handful of simple tapestries depicting the patron gods of Fódla’s four kingdoms. The Morrigan, goddess of sovereignty and war, surrounded by her prophetic ravens. Donn, god of the dead, framed by the black gates of his realm. Brighid, goddess of husbandry and healing, flanked by her prized cattle. Amergin, god of poetry and law—and founder of Fódla and its peoples—standing proud with his harp and his staff.


But there was nothing here to flaunt Mother’s wealth, power, or reputation as a brutal war queen. I happened to know she disdained such ostentation. She considered golden embellishments, elaborate hairstyles, and extravagant surroundings vulgar—even dangerous. Such things echoed the insidious glamours of the Fair Folk, hiding the truth behind glittering masks. No—she kept all her treasures locked away in a narrow antechamber off the main reception room. A room known only to a few close allies.


A room whose door was thrown wide open, revealing shelves choked with strange objects and misshapen artifacts. Shards of fallen stars. Vials of onyx sand and argent blood and ruby heartbreak. Blades swirled with shattered glass and hammered nightmares. Relics, all of them—relics from Mother’s violent forays into Tír na nÓg during the Gate War. Relics she kept and studied with hateful, careful, obsessive scrutiny, trying to understand an enemy who was unknowable.


But it wasn’t any of those objects that caught my attention now. It was the spindly gnome strung up from the ceiling, shackled in iron and garlanded with rowan, flanked by Mother and Cathair.


The darrig.


Its arms were like broken branches; its legs, unearthed roots. Green and brown liquid spattered its torso and the floor below it. Its depthless eyes stared at me as they had last night, but now they were blank and flat.


Lifeless.


My stomach bottomed out with regret, chasing away any satisfaction I might have felt at its successful capture. I ran a finger over my bracelet of thorns and nettles, spiking fire against the angry skin beneath it.


What had the darrig said to me? Something about a broken heart. About ending its sorrow. It had asked me for help. And I—I’d done nothing. Not even to put it out of its misery.


I willed my spine straight as hardwood. The creature was beyond anyone’s help now. And maybe that was for the best.


Beside me, Rogan coughed. Mother’s head snapped up. An iron spike disappeared behind her skirts. She said something to Cathair, who kicked the door shut. A few moments later, they both emerged with clean hands and calm faces. The queen climbed the dais to her throne, Cathair a few steps behind. I swallowed the revulsion still crawling its way up my throat and looked up at Mother.


Eithne Uí Mainnín was—in the way of old stories and tall, twisted tales—a queen.


She looked down at Rogan and me, her beauty a kind of spell. Although she dressed in a simple blue kirtle, wore no jewelry but a plain golden torc around her neck, and sat upon a wooden chair in an unadorned room, she was radiant. The streaks of gray in her long blond hair gleamed like strands of silver amid gold. Her pale blue eyes glittered like diamonds. The set of her mouth hinted at a jeweled tongue.


Mother was never intended to rule. Although she was beautiful and shrewd and the blood of kings coursed through her veins, she was merely banfhlaith. A princess. Her fate was to marry, for the dowries of princesses have always been the alliances of kingdoms. Her bride-price—when she wed Rían Ó Mainnín, the last high king—was peace and unity in Fódla.


But her destiny was always war.


“Rogan Mòr,” Mother said with a hint of a smile. She waited for him to bow to her before rising and embracing him. “You have grown tall and broad as an oak! How is your father?”


“Grumpy as a goat in his dotage.” Rogan laughed. “And his temper is not improved by my brothers surrounding him like stray dogs begging for scraps.”


“So he has not yet named an heir?” Mother already knew the answer to this—she kept abreast of the affairs of all her under-kings.


“No.” Although his smile didn’t fade, I remembered Rogan’s face well enough to notice the way his eyes tightened. “And he will keep us all guessing until his sickbed becomes his deathbed, my lady.”


“I don’t doubt it.” Small talk finished, Mother nodded to me. “You did well last night, a stór.”


My treasure. The pet name she used only for me. Hearing it loosened my tension, and I gave a small bow. “I am only sorry I could not retrieve the darrig myself.”


“You followed procedure, little witch.” Ollamh Cathair glided like a shadow from behind his queen. “We must take our successes where we find them. We cannot all be heroes.”


I glowered at the druid but bit my tongue. Cathair did not share his queen’s disdain for ostentation. His fingers dripped gems, and his mantle was edged in gold thread. His hair and beard were braided with little bronze trinkets that clinked when he talked. Some considered his features handsome for a man of his age. But he had said and done too many ugly things for me to see any beauty in him.


I dragged my thumb over my jagged bracelet.


Cathair’s canny eyes did not miss the action.


Pain is useful. But only if you’re the one choosing to inflict it. That was what he told me a few months after Rogan had left. He’d seen the way my eyes welled with tears every time Rogan’s name was mentioned. So he’d shown me how to turn that despair into strength.


Oh, yes. Cathair had made me very strong.


“Tell them what you’ve seen, Cathair,” Mother was saying. “And how it pertains to what we discovered from the darrig.”


“For many years, the Book of Whispers only showed me what I had already seen,” Cathair said with a flourish of his hands. “The Gates between the human world and Tír na nÓg, twelve in all. Opened in a time of war, then closed in surrender.”


Like Mother, Cathair possessed many arcane objects. The Book of Whispers was the most powerful. Found buried beneath a fairy hill, papered with birch bark and bound with human hair, the tome was written in the language of dreams and spoke to the druid only as he slept.


After the Fair Folk murdered the high king, Cathair had tried to solve his grieving queen’s first and greatest problem: how to wage war upon the Folk when they lived in Tír na nÓg, a place beyond mortal knowing. How could she march upon castles in the clouds? How could she ambush starlight? How could she slay armies of wildflowers?


It took five years for Cathair to discover how to open the Gates to Tír na nÓg. Beneath the light of a full moon, an incantation must be spoken in the tongue of the ancients. A knife of pure iron bound to ash wood must be forged. And blood must be spilled upon the thirsty earth from the still-beating heart of one of the Folk.


One by one, the twelve Gates to Tír na nÓg had been opened this way. Many died in the ensuing war, and many met fates worse than death. It was only after Eala was stolen that the queen refused to carry on with the war—she thought if she ended it, the Folk might take pity and give her daughter back. She dispersed her fianna and ordered the twelve Gates closed and buried beneath great mounds of earth. She swallowed her defeat like the cup of poison she knew it was. She waited for her daughter to be returned to her.


But none of the stolen girls returned. Only I remained.


“A fortnight ago,” Cathair continued, “I had a new vision as I slept. There is a Thirteenth Gate to Tír na nÓg, one that has never been opened. Beyond its threshold, I saw a lough of darkness. And upon that lough were twelve white swans. And in the fort above the lough lived a shadowy tánaiste—an heir among the Folk. One of the Gentry.”


Disgust burned through me, and I clenched itching fingers tighter around my wrist. In the past few years of acting as Mother’s spy, I’d encountered a fair number of the Folk. But never the Gentry, the dreaded aristocracy of the Folk.


Where the Folk were fickle, the Gentry were treacherous. Where the Folk were dangerous, the Gentry were murderous. They were hollow-hearted predators, worse than their smaller brethren by far.


Cathair paused significantly, not because the story was finished, but because it wasn’t. But Rogan didn’t know Cathair as well as I did.


“So there’s a Gate we didn’t know about,” he said. “But swans? I don’t understand.”


Though Cathair looked annoyed at the interruption, he answered the question. “The swans are not truly swans—a powerful geas has been laid upon them.”


This only bemused Rogan further. “A geas?”


I knew the word. It meant something like binding or obligation. In the Folk’s uncanny stories of broken promises, stolen lovers, and backstabbing treachery, it was a common theme.


“You’ve heard of geasa,” I said to him. “Our great warrior Cuchulainn was said to have been placed under two. One geas forbade him from ever eating dog flesh. The other forbade him from refusing hospitality. When a host offered him the meat from a hound, he was forced to break one of the two geasa upon him. His strength was shattered, his love was lost, and soon after he died in battle.”


Rogan nodded, although he still looked confused.


“The little witch speaks true,” said Cathair. “This geas fades at night, when the moon sails high above the lough. Then, and only then, do the swans return to their true forms, as twelve human girls. And around the throat of the twelfth and loveliest girl is a golden torc—the weight of royalty carried in precious metal. She is banfhlaith—a princess.”


“Eala.” Rogan looked stunned.


“Yes.” Mother’s sudden smile brimmed with gladness, and the rare unguarded expression knocked me off-balance.


Mother had long suspected her true daughter was alive. For years she’d believed the Folk mocked her with insolent signs. Cornflowers—Eala’s favorite—growing like weeds in the kitchen gardens. Skylarks singing in the pink of morning, as they had the day the princess was born. A child’s giggle echoing through the castle in the dead of the night. But it occurred to me now that part of her had not believed she would ever see her daughter again.


Rogan shook off his dazed expression.


“If this is true, then she’s been suffering at the hands of our enemy for twelve years. We must do everything in our power to rescue her.” His quiet conviction sent a sharp splinter to pierce my heart.


“That’s very noble, boy, but she is trapped,” said Cathair impatiently. “Imprisoned in both body and soul, within deceptive Folk magic. The task will not be easy, and the price of her freedom may be high.”


“There is no cost too high, nor risk too great.” Determination hardened on Rogan’s face.


The tableau was like something out of a story: a proud, tragic queen; a druid foretelling doom; a golden prince promising heroics. But stories were by nature false—designed to fool the eye and twist the mind, to make us believe in things that couldn’t ever be true. Stories gave us hope, and I hated them almost as much as I hated my stolen face, my uncertain origins, and my wild and wicked magic.


Real life wasn’t like the stories. Real life ended in deception, betrayal, or tragedy. Which meant this pretty tale was either untrue or incomplete.


“So we’re to use this Thirteenth Gate to rescue Eala?” I cut in.


Mother nodded. “The Folk have no reason to suspect we know of it. When the veil between the human realm and Tír na nÓg is stretched thin—during a full moon—it can be breached.”


I cocked my head. “But to pass through, don’t you also need the still-beating heart of—Oh.”


The answer crashed over me like a winter sea, cold and inevitable. So this was why I’d been called here to stand beside Rogan and plot the princess’s grand rescue—because my blood ran green and black as the dark parts of the forest. Not because I’d been raised by Mother and she wished me to be the first to welcome home her true daughter. Not because of my childhood rapport with Rogan. Not even because I’d been unflinchingly trained as a queen’s warrior and spy.


They didn’t need me. They needed my death.


I forced the painful blossom of my resentment to die on the vine, where a thousand small bitternesses hung like corpse flowers. I’d never belonged in this world. Maybe leaving it would be easier than staying in it. If this was what Mother required of me, I would do it. She’d given me so much over the years—not least, her love. I wouldn’t deny her something as little as my life in return.


Rogan was studying my face, and I saw the instant he understood. I loved him for the way he squared his shoulders and set his mouth, willing to defy a queen on my behalf.


“No,” he said firmly. “There must be another way.”


“Calm yourself, Mòr,” Mother said with a touch of amusement. “We are not the Folk. Do you really think I would sacrifice one daughter for another?”


Relief dragged me up from the cold, choking sea of my compliance—relief so profound it forced a sigh from my throat. Mother glanced at me, her brows drawing together as she realized I had leapt to the same conclusion as Rogan. Hurt pooled in her pale eyes, her injured stare wordlessly chiding me for ever believing she would demand such a thing of me.


How could I sacrifice you? it seemed to say. I have only ever loved you, when no one else could. How could you think so little of me?


Contrition and shame bowed my head. I blamed that damned blackberry wine—it must still be lingering in my veins. Only alcohol and wild fruit could grow such sharp, dark thoughts inside me.


“Then how?” Rogan asked.


“The darrig was helpful in that regard,” Mother said. “The Gates are all linked by the same powerful Folk magic—a magic that has been damaged. The integrity of the Gates has weakened, the Thirteenth Gate included.”


“The queen speaks true.” Cathair narrowed his hazel eyes at me and smiled. “The boundary is beginning to come apart at the seams. Something might find a way to slither through the cracks.”


I bared my teeth at him. “I suppose a snake would know.”


His smile only widened.


“Folk heart-blood and a full moon are still required to pass through,” Mother explained, glancing again at me. “But it need not be more than a few drops. That should be enough to prick a hole big enough for you—both of you—to cross over into Tír na nÓg. Once there, you will find the dún on the hill, above the lough of shadow. You will find the swan girls—you will find my daughter. And you will bring her back home where she belongs.”


It seemed very neat. But when it came to the Folk, things were rarely as simple as they seemed.


“Why now?”


“The Book of Whispers speaks to me whenever the balance between our worlds shifts.” Cathair said this with the air of a prophecy. “These past few years, we suspected the Gates were weakening, but had no way to pass through them without exposing ourselves.”


“I grieved, thinking we had missed our chance to strike against the Folk and rescue Eala,” Mother said. “The discovery of the hidden Gate changes things.”


“We will not fail you, my queen,” Rogan interjected solemnly.


“Good.” Mother didn’t wait for my response. She simply passed a rolled map to Rogan. “In Bridei, beyond the town of Finn Coradh, you will find a half-ruined fort—Dún Darragh, it is called. It is close to the Thirteenth Gate. It will not be luxurious, but it will keep the rain and wind off your backs.”


“I know of it,” Rogan said with an odd expression.


“And how are we to find the Gate from there?” I asked.


“I have seen it,” Cathair said portentously. “In the forest beyond the lough, in a place called Roslea, where monsters lurk in shadows and the trees have silver boughs.”


Unhelpful, dramatic nonsense. I tried a different tack.


“How will I know if I’ve opened it? How will I know if we’ve passed through into Tír na nÓg?”


Mother’s eyes were heavy on mine. She had told me about the strange land the Folk called home, when she was drunk enough to lose herself to the memories. She described birds who sang with the voices of the long dead. Multicolored seas of hope and honey. Palaces thatched with leaves of glass. She told me how those who returned from the battles came back different—their tongues no longer possessed the power of speech, or their eyes saw only in darkness, instead of light. Wounds bled vines instead of blood, until flesh became bark, branches sprouting where limbs once grew …


“You’ll know, a stór,” she said with flat finality. “You’ll know.” She looked away so suddenly I flinched. Then she made a dismissive gesture, and I knew the conversation was finished. Rogan tossed his mantle over one shoulder and strode toward the door. I moved to follow him, but Mother’s voice stopped me.


“A moment, Fia.”


I stopped. Mother waited until Rogan passed out of her chambers before turning to me.


“Rogan will retrieve my daughter.” The queen’s face was silk but her voice was iron. “Eala may be bewitched as well as enchanted, snarled in Folk magic. But Rogan is handsome and tall and good—he will be able to break the spell and beguile her back to where she belongs.”


I agreed wholeheartedly. And part of me hated him for it.


“Fine,” I said easily. “But I know you have not raised me by your own hand, training me in the ways of war and educating me in the ways of the Folk, for me to guard a Gate and wait for a prince.”


“You’re right.” Mother almost smiled, and my spirit lifted, like a flower turning toward the sun. But the smile faded before I could feel any hint of warmth. “I did have another task for you, a stór. One nearly as close to my heart as my daughter’s rescue, yet twice as difficult.” She hesitated. “But after you believed I would willingly call for your death in service of this mission, I am loath to tell you of it. I would hate for you to believe that I would so easily risk your precious life. Perhaps it would be easier for all of us if I asked Rogan instead—”


“Tell me.” Renewed contrition and a desperate desire to prove myself sent the words tumbling from my mouth. “Anything you ask of me, I will do. No matter the difficulty—no matter the cost.”


The queen appraised me, as though weighing the meaning behind my words.


“Very well,” she said at last. “Cathair will tell you the details while I attend to my other duties. Tonight, you’ll join me at the feast, and we will discuss it further. Tomorrow, you leave for Bridei with Rogan.”


I bowed to my queen and mother, then followed Cathair from the throne room.
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The druid’s chambers were unpleasantly familiar. Sandwiched between the dungeons and the scullery, the sprawling, low-ceilinged rooms were lined with shelves and trimmed with cluttered workbenches. The air reeked of black walnut and cheap mead. Starlings roosted noisily in the beams. Manuscripts and grimoires fought for space with magical artifacts and grisly souvenirs stolen from Tír na nÓg: jars of pickled mandrake root, broken ollphéist fangs, vials of unknown toxins.


I crossed my arms against the permanent dank chill of the vault, wondering how many years of my life I’d wasted down here, learning the history of the Gate War; the lore of the Folk; espionage and poisons.


“Why did the high king travel into Tír na nÓg some twenty years ago?” Cathair’s voice echoed over his shoulder as he reached a few heavy books down from a high shelf.


“Fódla was in peril,” I responded automatically. Though humans and Folk had never been friends, before the Gate War there had been careful amity between the realms. Diplomacy was not unheard of. “Plague had taken root in Delbhna. Blighted grain threatened famine in Bridei. Raiders sank ships along the eastern coasts. The high king went to the Fair Folk to ask for aid.” And the Folk had killed him for it.


“He went to ask for magic,” Cathair corrected, slamming a heavy volume on the table. I’d pored over the tome countless times—The Book of Beotach, a bestiary of the Folk. “Half an age ago, in the time of Amergin, the Fair Folk stole all the wild magic from the human lands. It weakened our world, like carving organs from a body. All so they could hoard that magic in Tír na nÓg for their own use. They channeled it into four precious Treasures, objects of immense power wielded by their ruling Septs.”


“The Septs, I remember—they are the four noble clans of the Folk.” I stared at him. “But you have never told me of these Treasures.”


Cathair flipped open the book. I glimpsed diagrams: a hairy, moon-faced gruagach, amusing itself by dispersing herds of cattle after stealing milk. A shrieking bean sidhe, clad in grave shrouds, bringing death with her keening. A bloodthirsty dearg due, with its gore-tipped claws and teeth. A shapeshifting aughisky, with its slender equine features and rows of shark teeth. Aquatic murúcha, solitary brùnaidhean, malicious púcaí. But Cathair riffled past these drawings of the lower Folk, stopping only when he reached the last chapter. The chapter about the treacherous, bewitching aristocracy of the Folk.


Trepidation prickled along my spine. I’d been young the first time I’d read that chapter. Nightmares had plagued me for weeks after—delicious, devious dreams of bladed tongues and bejeweled talons and indistinct voices calling me deeper into the forest. Even now, the lure of those drawings set my teeth on edge. But when Cathair tapped on an open page, I dutifully dropped my gaze.


He was pointing to a circular design, cross-sectioned into four—almost like a coat of arms.


“I have spent half my life unraveling this, the Folk’s best-kept secret.” Cathair’s smile was self-satisfied. “Each clan corresponds to the wild magic they funneled into their Treasures. The Sept of Fins wields the Un-Dry Cauldron. The Sept of Antlers, the Heart of the Forest. The Sept of Scales, the Flaming Shield. And the Sept of Feathers claims mastery of the Sky-Sword.”


My eyes followed the diagram as he spoke. Intricate geometric designs braided across it, layering into a dense pattern of illuminated flora and fauna. Color swirled in a gradient around its face—the azure of the ocean deepening to the emerald of the forest; the crimson of fire cooling toward a violet twilight.


I didn’t understand why he was telling me this now. “So?”


“These Treasures are capable of vast magic, little witch. The power to raise mountains or drown cities. Burn forests or reroute rivers.”


“Cure plagues.” I was beginning to understand. “Improve harvests. Defeat raiders.”


Cathair inclined his head. “And this Gentry lord who keeps Eala prisoner? Your darrig friend said he is tánaiste to one of these Septs. Heir to its Treasure. The queen wishes you to steal it from him, little witch, and return magic to its rightful place in Fódla.”


I stared at him, a thistle of dread growing in my chest. I had sparred with warriors and slain Fair Folk and spied on drunken lords and seduced princes (the last, somewhat unsuccessfully). But I had never even met any Gentry, much less plotted against them. To steal a potent, precious Treasure from one of them? Mother had been right—this was a far greater task than I’d ever been set before.


“Which Treasure am I to steal?”


“He is said to be tánaiste of the Sept of Feathers,” said Cathair. “The Sky-Sword.”


“What does it look like?”


“That, I cannot say.”


“Then how am I meant to find it?” Frustration and fear made my skin tight. “How will I know it from any other Folk-damned sword?”


“I’ve given you many tools these past twelve years.” Cathair’s voice was passionless. “Use them against this Gentry heir. Stalk him, lie to him, ingratiate yourself with him. You’ve grown into a pretty little thing—perhaps you could seduce him. It matters not how you ferret out his secrets. All that matters is you bring us back the magic this land so desperately needs. Do you understand me, little witch?”


“I understand.” The tender skin of my wrist itched like ant bites. “But I’m not ready—I’ll need weapons, tinctures and poison, books—”


Cathair set a large oilskin bag on the table with a thunk. Inside were sheaves of parchment, bundles of herbs, glints of metal.


“I have already prepared some things you’ll need. Incantations to cross the Gate. Iron spikes dipped in antimony, although those will only protect you against the lower Folk.” Cathair made a sweeping gesture toward his chamber. “Take whatever else you need.”


I rose to my feet, eager. But the druid’s cool palm gripped my elbow, stealing the nervous energy propelling me away from him. “One more thing.”


What more could he possibly ask of me?


“I have not forgotten what happened with the prince, all those years ago.” His hazel eyes were shrewd on my face. “Neither have you, I think.”


I had certainly tried to forget.


It had been a blazing hot summer day when I was sixteen. Rogan and I had run away from our archery practice, snuck down to the swimming hole while the rest of the fiann sweated in the training yard. Dizzy with mischief, we’d dived deep and swum until our limbs trembled, then sunned ourselves on the grassy banks. As afternoon burned into evening and fireflies flickered in the dusk, he’d kissed me. His lips on mine had tasted like all the things I’d told myself I didn’t want. And even though I knew—I knew—I could never have him, I kissed him back. When his hands roamed lower, I’d arched myself to meet him. We’d slid together, wet and hot and wild with wanting, until we came apart at the seams in a way that made me never want to put myself back together again.


He’d been my first. And much as I’d tried to convince myself it had been nothing—two striplings playing at passion—I knew I’d loved him then. As I loved him now.


I still don’t know how Mother found out. Maybe she’d already been watching us, sensing our relationship begin to shift. Maybe Cathair’s birds saw us, and he snitched on us for his queen’s favor. Regardless, soon after, Cairell Mòr called his eldest son home to Bridei.


“What of it?” I ground out, shaking off Cathair’s grip. “I do not love him—not anymore.”


“You must think me daft, little witch. I see how you look at him.” He cocked his head like one of his pet starlings. “You should know, no matter how much you might wish it, he will never be yours. He will marry a princess—if not Eala, then some other king’s daughter. Perhaps you’ll get lucky, and she will die in childbirth, and he will choose not to marry again. Then, at least, you will be first in his heart.” His casual malice churned nausea in my gut. “But most likely, he will never choose you—you will never be more than an afterthought to him. And you will spend the rest of your miserable life being nothing more than his mistress. His shadow. His whore.”


“Is that what you are to the queen?” I lashed out, thorns of fury prodding me to recklessness. “Her whore?”


“Perhaps I am.” Cathair’s smile was born from a malevolent kind of pride. He enjoyed it when I lost my temper—enjoyed it like a smith might enjoy cutting his finger on a newly forged blade. It proved to him how sharp he’d made me. “Be glad you are not. You are a weapon, little witch. You were made to hurt. And men only know how to use weapons—they do not know how to love them.”


“Are you sure? I’ve certainly known men who were a little too fond of polishing their swords.” I painted honey over my grimace and didn’t care if it looked like a smile. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to pack.”


I grabbed the oilskin sack off the workbench and fled Cathair’s dungeon, taking the steps two at a time. His laughter chased me into the light of the morning, but so too did his words, although I’d never let him know it.


No matter how much you might wish it, he will never be yours.


Much as I hated him for saying it, he was right. And to the two near-impossible tasks I’d been set today, I mentally added a third: to steal back my own heart from someone I should never have entrusted it to.









Chapter Four


A brisk tap on my bedroom door dispelled my concentration. Irritated, I looked up from cataloging my socks and calculating how many times I’d reasonably be able to wear each pair before having to wash them.


Candlelight haloed Rogan as he pushed open the door and ducked beneath the jamb. Even when he straightened, the top of his head almost brushed the low ceiling. I stepped away from my pile of socks, fighting a burst of ancient embarrassment.


It wasn’t the first time the prince had been in my room—not by a long shot. But I’d never liked having him here. After my unexpected arrival in the castle twelve years ago, I hadn’t lasted long in the princess’s bedroom. Mother had reserved those spacious chambers for Eala’s awaited return—each doll carefully placed, each pillow regularly fluffed. Me, she’d moved to a higher floor—a floor for high-ranking servants; merchants without titles; secret changelings. I normally didn’t mind the drafty shutters or the tallow tapers or the chinks that let the mice in. But with Rogan looming here, the walls seemed unpleasantly bare, the bed unconscionably narrow. So unlike Rogan’s own royal guest chambers, which boasted rich tapestries and beeswax candles and feather mattresses.


“There you are.” His mouth quirked up in a smile that tore at my heart. His hair had gotten long in the years since I’d seen him—it fell in golden waves past his shoulders, braided and knotted back from his face as was the fashion among young warriors. “What are you still doing up here? You’re going to be late for the feast.”


“Packing.” My voice was stiff. “You may have heard of it?”


Rogan sat on the edge of my bed without asking, his weight sinking deep into the straw mattress. He examined my haphazard piles of spare armor, fletching supplies, unlabeled vials, and dog-eared books.


He whistled. “Brighid’s forge, Fia! Are you really bringing all this?”


“Most of it. There’s no telling how long we’ll be away or what we’ll face, and I like to be prepared.” Rogan plucked up a wrinkled apple I’d earmarked for my horse, examined it, then sank his teeth into it. I folded my arms. “Why? What are you bringing?”


“My sword, of course,” he mumbled, mouth full. “And I’ll be wearing my mantle, my armor, and my boots. All I’ll really need is a spare change of clothes, I reckon.”


My eyebrows shot up. “A single change of clothing? No food? No medicine?”


“There’s a village three leagues west of Dún Darragh.” He shrugged. “No point in bringing loads of stuff when we can buy what we need. I’ll carry plenty of coin.”


I almost laughed. Only a prince would assume there’d be food to be bought in a rural village at the beginning of winter, when a poor harvest meant hunger already nipped at farmers’ stomachs. But I wasn’t going to waste my breath trying to convince him otherwise. I was simply going to have to pack enough for both of us.


No surprises there.


“You know the area, then?” I remembered his odd reaction to the fort Mother had named. “You know Dún Darragh?”


“I do.” Rogan took another bite, whittling the apple down to its core. “They say it’s haunted.”


I shoved a spare pair of boots into my pack. “Really?”


“It’s a strange story.” Finished with the apple, he crossed to the window and tossed the core from the casement. He leaned back against the sill. “Long ago, when Folk wandered these lands freely, they say a human fénnid fell in love with a bewitching Gentry maiden. He broke his oaths, abandoned his lands, and followed her to the edge of Tír na nÓg. But he could not cross over into the otherworld. So he built Dún Darragh himself, from stones he quarried by hand, and never stopped trying to find a way to his love.”


My hands had stilled as he spoke. I busied them again, forcing my eyes from the golden prince framed in twilight. “And did he?”


“I have heard it said he found a way to cross realms and win back his love.” Rogan chuckled. “But most say he died in Dún Darragh of a broken heart, his fort unfinished and his love lost, and his spirit haunts its halls to this day.”


I suppressed a shiver. “Thanks for that delightful image.”


“Always happy to help.” He glanced back out the window—below, the courtyard rang with the sound of hooves and merry laughter. “We really are going to be late.”


Ire fisted my hands. If Rogan hadn’t barged into my room uninvited, I wouldn’t be late, and I would’ve already finished packing. But I was determined not to let him affect me—for good or bad. So I simply set my pack to one side and made my expression neutral.


“I’m almost ready.” I gestured at the rough-spun tunic I wore over leather trousers. Hardly feast attire—Mother would not approve. “I need to change.”


Rogan didn’t budge.


“Change my clothes,” I clarified.


“Modesty, changeling?” The candlelight caught the edge of his grin. “Since when do you care if I see you change?”


“Since we grew up, princeling.” The rush of warmth to my cheeks made me mulish. “We’re not children anymore.”


He finally took the hint, pushing off the sill and crossing the narrow room. But he paused at my shoulder, reaching out to gently flick the end of one of my braids.


“No, changeling.” In the shifting light, his blue-green eyes were opaque as the cracked river-stone brooch winking from his breast. “Indeed we are not.”


The door clicked shut behind him. I exhaled and swiftly jerked off my tunic, wishing I could pull off my hot, tingling skin with it. Instead, I dressed dutifully in a modest woolen kirtle Mother would approve of, coiling my braids artlessly at my nape. I shoved my feet into embroidered slippers, then plucked a few pieces of jewelry from the fine little box I kept hidden in the wardrobe—all gifts from Mother. The jewelry did not suit me—the silver rings looked strange on my sword-calloused hands; the ruby earrings did not flatter the wan tone of my skin. But Mother would want me to play the part of her meek fosterling tonight, and I did not wish to disappoint.


Rogan waited for me outside the door. He set a rapid pace through the fort, whose halls and staircases he seemingly had no trouble remembering. Old resentments made a muddle of my thoughts as I trotted to keep up. Why was he acting like nothing had changed between us? When it was he who’d left me four years ago. When he’d come back only to rescue his promised bride. I would never forget what he said to me that dreadful morning—


I shoved the thought away as we approached the great hall through a narrow corridor. A single guard stood at its terminus, torchlight glinting off his helm. He saluted to Rogan, but when he saw me following a few paces behind, his expression shifted. I paid him little mind until he sidestepped unexpectedly and body-slammed me into the wall.


The impact knocked the breath from my lungs, but the shock hardly slowed my reaction. My muscles were already coiling to fling myself forward—


Rogan stepped in front of me.


“Donn’s black gates, man!” The rebuke was critical yet jovial, with a bare note of condescension. It was Rogan’s prince voice—the one he used to command underlings and disarm his peers. I hadn’t heard him use it in years, and it fanned my smoldering discontent hotter. “What do you think you’re doing?”


The guard glanced swiftly between Rogan and me. He hadn’t realized we were together—he’d thought we were merely walking nearby. He stepped back to his post, hung his head.


“Sorry, m’lord.” His eyes flicked to me before fixing on the middle distance. “A mistake. These halls are awful narrow, y’see.”


“Apology accepted.” Rogan didn’t hesitate before clapping him on the shoulder. “Just see it doesn’t happen again.”


Rogan stepped aside and gestured for me to precede him into the feast. But I couldn’t help glancing over my shoulder at the guard, who—behind Rogan’s back—was making the sign against the evil eye. I fought the urge to bare my teeth and hiss at him.


But Rogan wouldn’t understand. Rogan never understood—not any of it.


The joy is in the thrill of the fight, not the promise of a kill.


Easy for a prince to say. How many walls had he been thrown into? How many feet had tripped him as he rushed through the halls? How many curses were whispered at his back? And for what? Simply being born who I was.


[image: image]


The hall was already raucous with food, firelight, and alcohol-fueled conversation. Rogan bowed me to my seat at the queen’s left hand, then sauntered over toward his own family’s place, greeting fellow lords and warriors as he did. I readied myself to apologize to Mother for my tardiness, but she was deep in conversation with her brother, the under-king of Delbhna, who sat on her other side. A servant placed food and drink before me, but I didn’t touch them, sweeping my eyes over the gathering instead.


The high queen’s table was U-shaped, dominating the feast hall. On one end, Rogan sat with his half brothers, Cillian and Callum, and a handful of their oath-men and vassals. They represented Bridei, the southernmost kingdom of Fódla, best known for its rich grain. Beside them, on my left, sat Derg O’Breithe, underking of Eòdan. Middle-aged but hearty, he doted on his daughters and bred the finest cattle on the isle. Delbhna’s delegation sat to Mother’s right. Known for its fine steel, finer warriors, and rocky landscape, the birthplace of the queen relied on other kingdoms for most of its food—through either trade or raid. Last came Fannon, Connla Rechtmar’s birthright and the longtime rival of Bridei.


My eyes slid reluctantly to Connla, and I was not entirely surprised to find him already watching me. He boasted a livid broken nose and a huge bruise on one side of his head. He caught my eye and smiled—slimy and savage—over the lip of his cup. Then he bent to whisper in the ear of his rígfénnid drinking at his side. A moment later, the other man stared over at me too. Briskly, his fingers made a sign—the same sign the guard outside the hall had made. The sign against evil.


A thicket of dread closed around my heart. Connla had neither forgotten nor forgiven what had transpired last night. No—he had only realized that as I was the queen’s favored fosterling, he would not be able to attack me directly. He would have to undermine me more cunningly—by poisoning hearts and minds already disposed against me. There were always the looks, the whispers, the rumors. But tonight I swore more eyes trained toward me, more hands raised to cover gossiping mouths …


A palm fell on my arm. I jumped, nearly spilling the wine goblet at my elbow. Power embroidered green through my veins and pricked thorny needles along my wrists—


“A stór?” Mother was looking at me askance. “Is something wrong?”


I wrapped my hands together in my lap and willed my Greenmark away. “No, Mother.”


She stared at me a moment longer before sipping her wine. “How was your conversation with Cathair this morning?”


She was talking about the Treasure, in terms she did not mind being overheard. I glanced around for the druid—her shadow, her whore—but didn’t see him. Cathair must have made himself scarce for the evening—the queen’s brother did not approve of the druid.


“Illuminating,” I replied carefully, remembering the intricate drawings of eerie Folk and elemental magic. “I will endeavor not to fail you in this, as in all things.”


“I know you won’t.” She leaned forward, squeezed my shoulder with a cool palm. She lowered her voice. “You have never complained about being kept to the shadows, although I know you do not enjoy it. Return my daughter to her home and return magic to our lands. Then you will no longer have to keep your talents hidden. You will be publicly sworn into my fiann as an honored fénnid, and when your beloved sister someday succeeds me as queen, I promise you will be her respected war advisor.”


Mother’s words thundered through my chest, jolting my heart out of its thicket of dread. They were the antidote to Connla’s toxic whispers and venomous glances.


Fiann. Fénnid. Sister. War advisor.


If I succeeded in Mother’s tasks, I would no longer be the strange little mouse who sat silent behind the queen. I would no longer even be the little witch—the changeling—who gathered whispers wherever she walked. I would be part of the queen’s army. Her household. Her family.


Beloved.


I bowed my head. “I want that, Mother.”


“One other thing, a stór.” The queen’s fingers tightened around my arm. Her ice-blue eyes pierced me. “Know this—were there any other way, I would not have paired you on this mission with Rogan Mòr. But you both must go to Tír na nÓg to save my daughter. To save Fódla. It is the only way, but know I am sorry for it.”


Not as sorry as I was. Almost against my will, my eyes sought Rogan down the length of the table. He was laughing at some story his younger brother was recounting, his head thrown back and his shoulders easy.


“Do not tell him of your secondary mission,” Mother continued. “Princes are weak—their heads easily turned by thoughts of power. I don’t need notions of powerful magic distracting him from saving my daughter. Rogan may one day be king, but only when I am done with the throne and ready for Eala to become queen.”


I hated the thought of keeping such a secret from Rogan. But I agreed nevertheless. “I understand.”


“And keep your head around that boy.” She paused. “Do not let him fool you into giving him your heart again, Fia. He doesn’t want it and wouldn’t deserve it if he did.”


Her words were so close to Cathair’s—although much gentler—that I knew they must have discussed it. Shame crept through me on greasy feet. I longed for this conversation to be finished, but Mother was looking at me like she expected an answer.


“He is not meant for me. Even if I still loved him—which I don’t—I know he could never love me back.” My lips felt numb as I repeated the words she’d said to me—once, twice, a hundred times. “I was made of dusk and leaves and hidden places. I was not made to be loved by men.”
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