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Irian


I rian watched Fia die.


He would never forget the moment. There, beneath the colossal Heartwood, with the Ember Moon lofting toward its zenith, when she chose to sacrifice herself, instead of him. Bent the sword meant for his chest toward her own heart. Spared his life and took her own.


Paid a tithe that was his to pay.


For such a palpable decision, it was made so swiftly. There was a fleeting stillness, where before she had trembled. A momentary widening of her lovely mismatched eyes as the terrible idea bloomed inside her. A sudden stubborn angle to her delicate jaw. A flurry of emotion blowing ephemerally across her expressive features—regret, sorrow, tenderness, resolve.


She stepped away. Shifted her grip on the Sky-Sword—his sword, his emblem, his sacrifice—and slid the blade against her chest.


No.


Too late, he realized what she was doing. Horror screamed through him, hollowing his bones and tattering his muscles. He staggered to his feet. Lunged for her. But she was fast—far faster than he, weighed down as he was with the crushing burden of his own dying magic. She danced out of his reach. Lifted her eyes to the Heartwood. Murmured words he could not hear over the percussion of his panicked blood pounding in his ears.


She plunged the Sky-Sword into her heart.


For thirteen years, Irian had been that sword, and the sword had been him. Its length of metal—shifting color with the skies—was an extension of his own body, his own mind, his own magic. Its keening song was the melody of his own soul. So when it took his new bride’s life, he felt it. The razor edge slicing into warm skin. The burst of hot blood sliding along its curving bevels. The blade punching through muscle, carving out bone, biting into her throbbing heart. He felt it as surely as if he had slaughtered her with his own hand. As if he—instead of dying as he’d planned—had become death and stolen the life of the only person he had ever dared love.


He caught Fia the moment before her body struck the ground. He tore the shard of night from her shattered chest. Pressed his hands over the wound. Tried to stanch the life ebbing from her.


It was no use. Steam pale as a ghost blossomed above her lifeless form as her green-dark blood welled hot around his fingers, making his hands slip. Its scent filled his nostrils—wet loam and turned earth and the metallic tang of creeping rot. Where the rivulets touched earth, tiny blossoms sprouted—white and black as stars in a night sky.


He gathered her up, clutched her to him. Although she was physically petite, Fia had never struck Irian as small. There was so much of her—so much sharp beauty and biting wit and searing emotion—that it had rendered her more expansive in his mind than her mere body could contain. Yet now, forsaken of all the inimitable qualities that had made her her, she seemed tiny in his arms. Her limbs fragile as birds’ bones. Her eyelids the color of bruised lilies. Her skin going gray as the underbelly of a storm cloud. He buried his bloodied palms in her tangle of dark hair, brought his lips to her forehead. He clenched his eyes shut, whispered meaningless words against her cooling skin.


“Come back. Let it be me. Live, Fia. Live.”


The ground shifted beneath him. His eyes flew open. Roots churned up from the dark earth, curling around Fia’s limbs. Branches groaned down, bark lengthening to cradle her form. He tried to keep hold of her, but his hands were slick with blood, his arms sapped of strength, his mind slack with shock. He thought he must have roared as the forest carried her away, but the sound in his ears was hoarse and raw. He did not register it as his own voice, only as the sound of his heart breaking.


The Heartwood pulled Fia toward itself, as gently as if she were a sleeping baby. Its roots lifted upward; its branches stretched downward. Opening itself up and swallowing her whole.


Leaving Irian alone.


For an unknowable time, his mind echoed with emptiness. But thoughts crept in, inexorable.


The Sky-Sword.


He crawled to where he had flung it, took its hilt in his green-streaked palm. The blade cried out a lament. He wondered whether it mourned for him. Or for her.


The Ember Moon.


He squinted up. Between the colossal branches of the Heartwood, he could not tell whether the moon had reached its zenith. It must be soon. Which meant—


The tithe.


He ran his palm along the sword, letting its singing edge slice his skin. A trickle of his own silver blood mingled with the green already staining its length. The bright line of pain focused his mind. So, too, did it sharpen the anguished elegy screaming through him.


All was lost. He did not know what Fia had meant to do by taking her own life instead of his. Had she meant to pay the tithe on his behalf ? To trade her life for his? If so, it had not worked. The last of the Sky-Sword’s strength sapped from his limbs; its powerful pulse dripped from his veins. Warped wild magic shoved at the fraying edge of his consciousness, seeking its freedom.


The tithe had not been paid—his Treasure had not been renewed. And without Fia, there was no heir. Even if he bent the blade to his own chest—paid the tithe as he had intended—there was nowhere for the magic to go.


So—Irian would still die. The wild magic of the Sky-Sword—the last Treasure of the Septs—would go free. The blight of tainted magic would spread throughout Tír na nÓg, warping as it spread. The Gates would shatter. Violence would escalate through mortal and Folk lands alike. Eala would have her war. Both worlds would burn.


The knowledge should have tormented him. But Irian found he could not muster up the energy to care. About the Gates, about Eala’s treachery. About his own worthless life. All he cared about was her. Fia.


And Fia was gone.


Gone beyond where he could reach her. He could only wait to die, and pray that in death, he would somehow be reunited with her.


Weak and bloodied, he rested his head on the cool earth and waited for the magic to seep away from him completely. For his heart to stop.


The change was nearly indiscernible. A slow, silent stirring inside him. A kind of lightening—a strange counterpoint to the dimming moon sliding down behind netting branches. He rolled out his stiff shoulders. Shifted his weight on legs numb from kneeling on cold ground. Gripped blood-crusted fingers around a blade that had long gone silent as its magic died.


But no. It hummed—so softly Irian couldn’t hear it at all, could only feel it purr along his wakening bones. The lightness inside him responded, unfurling slow wings around the painful throb of his heart. A weightlessness—like falling, like flight—lifted him to his feet. When he looked up, he saw a brightening sky painted in broad strokes of vermilion and rose, pricked with distant, dimming stars.


Dawn.


Dread clenched his spine and beat back the growing lightness at his core. Dawn was when he changed—when he became other. He did not know why he was still alive, when she was not. But he had lived with the cost of his arrogance—the price of his selfishness—for too long to assume it could be wished away. For years, this had been the way—shadow and fury until sunset set him free.


He steeled himself for the pain, for the mutation, for the loss of self.


With a distant sigh, the sun rose.


Irian shielded his eyes from piercing golden light with a hand blackened by tattoos, but not real feathers. A brisk wind smelling of frost swept the forest, chasing the last of autumn’s leaves and lifting the short hair off his neck. Hair, not feathers. Slowly, he glanced over his shoulder. But the stiff pinions of shadow that had haunted him for years were evanescing in the cool bright morning. He reached for them, but they were nothing more than tatters of night; scraps of bad memory; a curse, lifted.


And when the Sky-Sword began to sing—a full-throated aubade to the glory of day—he knew.


Somehow, Fia had done it. She had paid his tithe with her life. She had broken the curse. She had saved the magic of the Sky-Sword. She had saved him.


He was not sure he could bear it.


[image: Illustration]


He preferred the days. It had been so long since he had been himself during the day, and he glutted himself on it. With his anam cló under his control once more, he flung himself into the blue sky, the high wind, the rippling sunlight, soaring high and higher. Until the air grew thin in his lungs and flowers of frost blossomed on his inky wings. He screamed at the sky until he had no voice left to rage with.


He watched the landscape of Tír na nÓg shift far below him. Warriors marched across sighing plains, the colors of the bardaí’s fianna blending in ways he did not expect. Trees were felled. Camps were pitched, then dismantled. Skirmishes broke out, and the stench of rotting corpses mingled with the carrion reek of warped magic wafting over the hills.


Irian could not bring himself to care. With his Treasure renewed, his borders were secure. His Gate, strong. His magic, unassailable.


But she—she was gone.
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One. Two. Seven. Twelve days.


There became a rhythm to the thing: a song of inevitability, notes composed in a nightmare of grief and performed in a solitude of sadness. There were the shadows, creeping long and longer as the light faded. The unclenching grasp of the sun’s rosy fingers on the windowsill—the touch of daylight fading. The calls of nesting rooks. The distant yip of kits returning to their dens. The settling of stones into the earth.


And him, alone.


Sometimes he was calm. He slept and dreamed of never waking up.


Most times he was not calm. A spray of glass breaking on flagstones: shards sparkling bright as the tears of those who had died for love. A cracked and broken voice dying in a hoarse throat.


Chairs broken into matchsticks against vine-climbed walls.


Fire-scorched logs scattered from the hearth; palms charred and blackened like overdone meat; the stink of roasting flesh.


Dark, hungry metal biting tattooed skin. The lure of steel. But no matter how he wished it, he knew the Sky-Sword would not let him die. Not until he had served his second sentence—however long that might be.


It did not mean he did not try.
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On the thirteenth night—when the sky was black, black without a moon to light it—Irian noticed the swan.


He had tried to stop looking at the lough. The swans were gone—Eala’s treachery had torn them all from his influence. He was glad for it. He had never liked the sight of them—it reminded him of all the things he had done wrong. The poor choices he had made. The power he had misused. The years he had squandered—not for himself, but for them. He had loved them, in his own way. They were the only ones who had passed for friends these past thirteen years. But he had hated himself for what he had done to them. As he knew they hated him.


He had spent thirteen years’ worth of nights looking out at that lough. Counting. Naming. Worrying. He supposed it was a hard habit to break.


He saw it only in absence, at first. White ripples creasing black water. A soft, soundless splash. A vibration in the air as stiff pinions sifted wind. He looked closer, forcing his eyes to distinguish the shape by its outline.


Dark wings, outspread. An elegant, curving neck. A tilted beak. Depthless eyes.


A black swan.


A hollow, consuming darkness reared up inside him. For a long, ungenerous moment, Irian thought to run the bird off. To frighten it so that it took to the air. Let it make some other lough its home—he had had enough of swans for one lifetime.


But then he remembered. Remembered how she’d looked that fateful night two weeks ago. What she’d worn the night of her death.


Feathers. Feathers so black they’d stolen the light. Feathers in her hair, on her gown, sweeping from her shoulders in a magnificent train of night. It had been a statement—a symbol of intent. Fia had meant to swear herself to his Sept the night of the Ember Moon. To declare herself as his heir, his tánaiste. To accept his tithe and inherit the last Treasure, the Treasure of the Sept of Feathers.


But she had only gotten as far as the handfasting. She had wed him, only to tithe herself. She had become his wife, only to die. The darkness inside him gnashed sharp teeth and threatened to swallow him whole. But in that yawning maw of grief, a tiny star kindled. A spark of light that seemed to sing, What if ?


He dared not voice the rest of the question.


Irian was not accustomed to hope. He had forgotten how much it hurt—a punch to the chest, an explosion behind the eyes, a precipitous tilt toward a future he dared not dream. An unbalancing, a mad slide away from despair toward—


He dared not let himself fall. Not now. Not yet.


Instead, he paced.


For fifteen days, he paced the edge of the lough. He followed the black swan as it sailed around the water. Napped on broad stones. Dived for pondweed. Tucked its head behind ruffled black wings when the wind rose. He stared at it, searching for some glint of recognition, some hint of consciousness. Sometimes he swore green glittered deep in its smooth, depthless eyes.


All the while, the Sky-Sword sang to him. It sang of heartbreak. It sang of hope. It sang of healing.


He dared not listen.
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The full moon sailed up through a cold sky embossed with silver cirrus clouds, and Irian’s hope turned feral.


No longer a quiet whisper he dared not acknowledge, it roared inside him—a gale of conflicting emotions lashing his thoughts into chaos. A storm howling treacherous, wondrous, delirious promises in a voice he did not know if he could trust.


He wildly paced the shore. The night seemed to last forever. And yet as the moon descended and dawn touched the horizon with ghostly fingers, he wished it might last forever. He was falling, and if he did not have wings, he did not want to know.


If he was truly alone, he was not sure he could bear it.


The sky turned restless with color. Irian’s hope began to die, burning out like a falling star in an endless night. He turned his back on the lough. On the black swan. On his own desperate foolishness.


A flash of green split the dim. A breeze kissed his neck, smelling of summertime. He spun.


A splash. A cough. A pale, indistinct form rising from dark water, shedding black feathers as she stood.


He was not alone. Gods alive—he was not alone.


His hope exploded like a sunburst against the dawn.


Irian strode into the lough. He barely noticed the icy black water biting his thighs—only that it weighed his footsteps and made him slow, clumsy.


He could not reach her fast enough. He gathered her up, clutched her to him. Despite the cold water, her skin was warm. Her heartbeat pulsed strong, her chest against his chest. Color touched her pale cheeks. He buried his palms in her tangle of sable hair, brought his lips to her forehead. He clenched his eyes shut and bent to kiss her, whispering meaningless words against her mouth.


She broke away, stared up at him. A delicate fear crept onto her face—a dread he could not fully fathom. Her eyes jerked toward the horizon, where swords of golden light pierced the canopy of trees. Worry twisted her mouth.


Irian understood.


She did not know. Whatever miracle she had performed—whatever unknowable magic she had wrought—she did not know she had broken the geas. She did not know she had saved the Sky-Sword. She did not know she had saved him.


The sunrise was its own explanation. He pulled her close, savoring the heat of her skin, the rush of her breath, the steady throb of her heartbeat.


A morning star pricked the dawn, then flung itself down in a line of fire. Only, Irian no longer felt as if he were falling.


Fia drew back. Her mismatched eyes shone, huge in her lovely face.


“Irian,” she whispered. “Irian.”


He lifted his head from her hair, slid his hand along the delicate angle of her jaw. Put his hand over her heart, only to touch a blue-green stone hanging above her breast. Wonder rose up in him. He had never seen the Heart of the Forest—he had been a little boy when the Sept of Antlers’ Treasure had been lost. But he knew it—knew it by its slow, deep pulse, like dark earth and green growth. Knew it by the way it hummed in counterpoint to the Sky-Sword belted at his waist and anchored in his soul. Knew it by the way it shone the same elusive green as the inquisitive eyes of his childhood friend Deirdre.


The same elusive green as Fia’s right eye.


He did not know how or why. But somehow, Fia’s sacrifice not only had renewed the magic of the Sky-Sword but had resurrected the lost Treasure of the Sept of Antlers too. She had mended the broken Heart of the Forest. She had ended Deirdre’s sorrow.


She had changed their story’s ending.


Fia looked down at the stone shining at her breast, then lifted her arms, which were newly embossed with tattoos like creeping, coiling vines. And tangled amid those vines—feathers. Gleaming, razored pinions, a mirror to his own magical markings, which were shot through now with delicate vines. Tiny flowers. Needle-sharp thorns. She drew him down, tilting her chin as her mouth parted. She kissed him. He kissed her back, lingering on lips that tasted of moss and miracles and the aching promise of a future yet untold.


“Good morning,” she whispered for the first time.


The smile creasing Irian’s face came slowly. Not because he was not happy, but because he could not yet forget what had happened. Memories of her death lingered, beating at his head and shoulders like wings of night. Specters of grief clutched sharp fingers around a heart that had not yet healed. That might never heal.


Still, he made himself smile. “Good morning, colleen.”


He kissed her as dawn bled into morning—kissed her long and slow and deep. And he swore—silently, savagely, solemnly—that so long as he lived, so too would she.


Irian would watch both worlds burn before he would ever watch Fia die again.









Part One


The Isle of the Happy


To be without grief, without sorrow, without death, without any sickness, without weakness; that is the sign of Emain . . . There is nothing to liken its mists to, the sea washes the wave against the land; brightness falls from its hair. Golden chariots in the Plain of the Sea, rising up to the sun with the tide . . . It is a day of lasting weather, silver is dropping on the land; a pure white cliff on the edge of the sea, getting its warmth from the sun.


—“The Call to Bran,” translated by Lady Gregory









Chapter One
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T he beach rattled with the footsteps of advancing warriors. Crouched in shadow at the edge of the trees—a mere stone’s throw from the approaching fiann—I felt every footfall as if it were my own skin they trod on, instead of pebbled sand. My awareness darted over the landscape toward the fénnidi like fireflies.


I sensed the stones beneath their boots that clutched fragments of afternoon’s warmth.


The stubborn weeds growing upward through sand and shale, crushed beneath their careless boots.


The rich muck at the edge of the lough . . . its pondweed and algae and stiff reeds guarding minnows.


The trees at the edge of the wood, reaching leafless branches toward the interlopers.


I leaned forward, nerves and anticipation braiding up my spine like knotty vines. The trees whispered around me. The green-blue stone above my breast throbbed, sending a coil of leafing warmth through my veins. My hands twitched toward my skeans.


“Colleen.” Irian’s whisper was hoarse with unease. “Easy.”


I looked up at him. His silver eyes glittered in the dim, intent on my face. He hadn’t wanted me to attend this negotiation tonight. It had been a week since I’d splashed to life in the middle of the lough, coughing black water as I shed black feathers. Irian had wanted me to rest, to recuperate, to acquaint myself with the riot of new, powerful magic roaring through me—the magic I’d inherited from the Heart of the Forest, the lost Treasure of the Sept of Antlers.


But I felt fine. Better than fine—wonderful. Exquisite. Invincible. I felt like I could do anything. Birth forests on a whim, invent flowers that smelled like rain, bid the earth to open up and swallow whole fianna of Gentry warriors.


In retrospect, that was probably why Irian had wanted me to stay home.


“Easy,” he said again. “These fénnidi are the She-Wolf’s sworn men. I have let them into my domain under the strict geas of parley. Almha never hated me as much as the other bardaí—perhaps she can be reasoned with.”


Almha. I remembered that name from last year, when Chandi took me to the Feis of the Nameless Day. Almha was the so-called Silver She-Wolf, barda of the Elder Gate. But we did not know where her loyalties lay. In the five weeks since my adoptive sister, Eala, had sacrificed the hearts of her swan maidens for control over the Gates, many of the bardaí had fallen under her influence. Some because of the potent geasa Eala had wrought with unthinkable magic. Others had joined her of their own free will, eager to wage war on their Folk rivals . . . or the human realms. From what Irian had learned, Eala now commanded seven out of the thirteen Gates. Not counting Irian himself, that left five bardaí whose loyalties remained either neutral or opposed to Eala.


Almha was one of those. But I couldn’t help but shiver as I watched her warriors approach. At first glance, they were merely Folk Gentry. But in the waning moonlight slicked over their tall, muscled forms, they appeared more grotesque. The pelts of wolves ruffled over their backs and shoulders, tufts of fur fusing to skin. Their faces seemed unnaturally elongated, scenting snouts smiling with rows of glittering white fangs. The breeze carried the stench of carrion in their wake; strange shadows snapped and scratched at their backs. Wrongness slithered up my throat and filled my mouth with grave dirt.


Almha and her fianna had tampered with wild magic; that much was obvious. And these warriors did not look like Folk who could be reasoned with.


“Wait here.”


Irian’s sharp command grated against my fervor, but he was already stepping out of the shadow of the forest, an arrow nocked on his drawn bow and his hood shadowing his features.


Sudden recollection tangled me up in memory as I watched his towering, menacing figure approach the intruders. This—this was how I’d met Irian, that fateful night over a year ago. He’d been terrifying and so beautiful I could hardly comprehend him. He’d thought me a ghillie, and I? I’d thought him a monster without equal. What had he said to me?


This is no place to be lost. Nor found.


My quiet, private laugh puffed pale vapor past my chilly lips. Would I have run from him, panic snapping at my heels, if I had known those words had not been a threat, but an unintended promise? For, in the end, I had lost myself in this place. And in the losing, found everything I had never known I was looking for.


Magic. Destiny. Home. Him.


Myself.


The She-Wolf’s fiann caught sight of Irian and halted, fanning out in an attack formation. I tucked my memories away, creeping closer to the edge of the trees. I wanted to be in earshot of this supposed parley. My skin still vibrated with the pressure of the fiann’s boots on the shore, even as my nostrils filled with their tainted scent.


I knew enough of violence to tell when warriors wanted to talk. And when they wanted to fight. But this was still Irian’s domain. So I’d let him figure that out on his own.


“Hello, She-Cub.” Irian’s voice was a knife, keen edged and savage. “You have . . . changed.”


The woman at the head of the fiann shifted her stance. Turned her head. Spat on the beach. Nearly as tall as Irian, she had long silver hair tied in complicated braids around her head. Her eyes—blackened with kohl—shone yellow in the dim. When she grinned, teeth thronged her mouth, long and white and sharp as a predator’s.


She-Cub. She must be the She-Wolf’s daughter. But in command of her mother’s fiann, she clearly wasn’t much of a cub anymore. If Irian wanted to keep this conversation civil, he had picked a fine point to start with.


Good. Thorns nettled through my veins, sharpening my pulse and bunching my muscles. Let them have their parley.


Then let us have our fight.


“As have you, Shadow Heir.” Her voice was a snarl. “Last time I saw you, you were a dead man walking. But you are quite talkative for a corpse.”


“Sorry to disappoint.” The hardness of his voice belied his easy stance. “As you see, I am restored. As are the boundaries of my realm. You are here at my pleasure, She-Cub. If you have terms to offer me, speak them now.”


“Offer you?” She laughed, and her pack laughed with her—a baying, howling cacophony that raised the hairs on the back of my neck. “Things are changing in Tír na nÓg. You have never been heir to much, tánaiste. But now you are heir to nothing. We offer you survival. And the cost will be high.”


“Then you have thrown in your lot with the mortal princess.” Irian did not so much smile as bare his teeth. An echo of his hostility ripped through me, tinged with a sour flicker of resentment. Another Gate fallen to Eala. Another of the bardaí allied with my adoptive sister. My bright-haired, dark-hearted twin. My nemesis. “I knew you and your mother were willing to forsake much of what made you Gentry in return for power. But I never thought you’d betray your own kind for someone like her.”


Aggression buzzed through the fiann, raising furred hackles and sharpening fangs.


“Someone like who, Irian?” Almha’s daughter vibrated with fury. “Someone who would unite us lower-born Folk in a common cause? Rally us toward a common enemy? Help us take back the human realms, which should always have belonged to us?” Again, she spat. “It was more than the Septs ever did.”


“You are all always so quick to blame me for the sins of my parents.” Irian’s low laugh rang harsh. “This is not a feud we started, She-Cub.”


“And it is not one we must end tonight.” Almha’s daughter spread her arms in false placation. “We truly did not come to quarrel, Shadow Heir. Give us what we want, and we will let you live.”


“What could you possibly demand from me?”


“The changeling girl.” The She-Cub’s yellow eyes glittered. “The swan princess wishes to speak with her sister.”


Irian’s shoulders bulged. A stiff breeze swept suddenly down through the valley, ruffling the inky water of the lough and knitting ice along its shallows. Irian dropped the bow and drew the Sky-Sword in one smooth motion. The blade began to sing—a keening, heartrending complaint. My own Treasure responded, humming in antiphony. Emotion churned through me. Regret for who Eala and I could have been to each other, had we truly been raised as sisters. Resentment for how swiftly she had been able to rally Folk to her cause. Anticipation for the thrill of the fight.


And, perhaps, tonight—the promise of a kill.


“Gods alive,” Irian intoned, “I swear I will hang you upside down from your own intestines before I let you touch her.”


The She-Cub drew her own wicked blade. “Try.”


Parley over.


Oh well.


I stood up and strolled out into the light of the waning moon.


“While I do appreciate your inventive imagery, sweetheart,” I said, pitching my voice toward Irian, “I’m sure that’s not necessary.” The fiann of warriors turned at my voice, their lupine faces hungry. “You’re welcome to take me wherever you please. But you’ll have to come and get me first.”


“Fia.” Irian’s voice was rough, urgent. “Do not.”


But I already had. Tufted helms snapped down over gleaming yellow eyes. Blades rang from scabbards. The fiann started forward. Irian, too, turned. He sprinted back toward me, his dark hood falling away from his face. His opal eyes snagged on mine, jagged with . . . fear.


Surprise jolted me back a step. In all the time I’d known Irian, I’d never known him to be afraid. Not even the night of the Ember Moon—when I’d held the blade of his own Treasure against his neck and prepared to end his life—had he been afraid. Sorrowful, perhaps. Regretful, almost certainly. But never fearful.


But I didn’t have time to wonder what had frightened him—the She-Cub’s fiann was almost upon us. I sidestepped Irian as he reached for me. Whipped my twin skeans from my belt, swirled them around my fingers. Slid into a wide fighting stance. And stomped my foot.


My boot heel met the dirt with a sound like thunder. The ground—half-frozen in early winter’s grasp—convulsed. Mounds of loam and shale heaved upward like the death throes of a great dark beast. The warriors lifted with it, howling as they were thrown backward onto the rocky beach. Groaning, some of them managed to climb back to their feet on the shuddering ground. Others were not so lucky—the pondweed at the edge of the lough turned predatory, curling around ankles and wrists. Dragging unsuspecting warriors down into the shallows.


I didn’t bother to count how many. It wasn’t enough—the She-Cub was back on her feet, staring murder from twenty paces away. With her were enough of her fiann to merrily drag me back to Eala.


But I had no intention of letting that happen. I took a few steps back, until the shadows of the forest caressed my back. I flicked one of my skeans at the She-Cub, beckoning. I smiled.


She growled. Then charged, what remained of her fiann falling into formation behind her. Beside me, Irian cursed, ripped off his mantle, and raised his singing sword.


We met the fiann with a clash. The She-Cub’s steel screamed against mine, the impact jarring me to the elbow. I cried out. But the powerful magic of the Heart of the Forest was already cooling the hot stab of pain that laddered my arms. Cushioning my bones. Filling my veins with the calm peace of summer forests.


But I didn’t need peace. I parried the woman’s strike, shoving her blade to the side. I kicked one of her knees, hard. It wasn’t elegant, but it worked—she stumbled off-balance, catching herself with the wicked tip of her claíomh in the dirt. Thorny vines sprang from the earth, swiftly twining around the blade. The She-Cub cursed and tugged at the hilt, but the briars made no distinction between steel and flesh. They whipped around her hands, her wrists, biting and piercing skin where they found it behind her armor. She yelled and jerked her arms away. Blood dripped scarlet down her forearms, staining the white fur lining the backs of her hands.


“I do not need a sword to best you, little changeling.” Her yellow gaze was violent. “And I’m afraid your sister never mentioned in what condition she wished you brought before her.”


She lifted her hands. Where before there had been fingers, there were now claws—brutally long and wickedly sharp. She slashed out at me. I dodged, whipped my blades up to guard my face. But she was fast and furious and unnaturally strong. She attacked me with the single-mindedness of a predator, her reflexes as swift and canny as a true wolf’s. It was all I could do to stay on my feet, let alone defend myself against the barrage of razored blows she rained down on me. I retreated. My heel caught a tree root. I went down, falling gracelessly onto my arse. I fumbled for my fallen blade, but she was too fast. One of her ruthless paws gripped the back of my neck, her claws scoring my skin. The other found the waist of my breeches.


She lifted me bodily above her head and flung me. For a moment, I hung weightless in the night. Then my back collided with a tree, knocking the breath from my lungs and sending blackness to tug at my vision. I slid, rough bark scraping lines of agony down my spine. I fell on my hands and knees in a cradle of roots. Broken bark and spiny needles and splinters of wood rained down around me.


“Finish him!” The She-Cub’s voice filtered through my ringing ears. “Then we take the girl and go.”


Shite. I forced myself to look up through the haze of pain. A few paces away, Irian toiled against three huge assailants. His sword was a halo of wailing blackness as he whirled and feinted and ducked and parried. My throat tightened at the sheer beauty of his skill—the finesse of his fighting never failed to impress me. But creeping worry mingled with my awe. Even he was beginning to flag, and for every warrior he cut down, there was another waiting to take their place.


I’d gotten us into this fracas. I would be the one to get us out.


My fingers convulsed in the litter of wooden splinters beneath me.


An idea green as leaf-glass coiled through my veins. I looked back at the tree Almha’s daughter had thrown me into—a juvenile larch, its soft lower branches now crooked and damaged from where I’d struck it. It might survive the insult; it might not. Regret slowed my decision, but I heard the She-Cub’s footsteps prowling toward me. She did not hurry—she thought me beaten. Which meant I had only a few moments to best her.


I looked down at my wrists, as I had so many times in the past week—at the tangle of unfamiliar brambles and slender feathers coiling toward my shoulders. It wasn’t hard to understand what the tattoos symbolized. Although the black ribbon and green vine Irian had used to handfast us were both long gone—lost beneath the Heartwood on that terrible, fateful night—they lived on in the markings we wore. In the last moments before I’d planned to take Irian’s life—and his magic with it—he and I had been wed. Our lives had been bound together, in black feathers and green thorns and spilled blood.


Neither of us could have guessed what would happen when I sacrificed myself, instead of him, to the Heartwood. I had died. I had been reborn. And now—now I was bound to the Sept of Feathers, by the promise of my human heart. Bound to the Sept of Antlers, by the promise of the Heart of the Forest. And bound to Irian in ways I was only beginning to understand.


I slid a finger over my wrist, gliding it along the edge of a sharp black feather.


“Irian,” I cried out.


His head whipped up. His raven hair—long enough now to kiss the nape of his neck—whirled around his ears as he looked for me. Across the melee his gaze fastened on mine, pale as the moon and sharp as a sword.


“Wind,” I screamed, and prayed he understood. “Give me wind!”


The breeze at my back gathered speed. I bent, laid my hands against the roots jutting from the ground.


“Sorry, friend,” I whispered to the tree in the moment before I shattered it.


The air exploded with shards of wood, splinters of branches, sharp corners of pinecones. The wind turned vicious, a sudden gale-force tempest lacerating the glen. Trees bent so far forward their branches touched the ground. White-foam horses raced across the lough. And a thousand blade-sharp splinters of larch whistled deadly toward the She-Cub’s fiann.


Not all found their mark. Some landed harmless on the beach or knifed into the calming lough. But when I dared look up, nearly all the warriors lay injured or dying on the beach. Many were blinded—they howled at a moon they could no longer see. Ragged punctures wept blood over pelts of white fur; uneven slashes mutilated faces. And Almha’s daughter—standing a few paces from me when the splinters flew—was dead, her throat ripped out by my vengeful magic.


“Colleen.” Irian fell to his knees beside me in the litter of needles and pinecones and splinters. He gathered me against him. I tilted my face up to his, letting him rain kisses on my cheeks. My forehead. My lips. I shuddered with adrenaline and relief and the comfort of his closeness. “You mad, wild, reckless thing. She could have killed you. And if not her, Eala.”


I wasn’t sure that was true. Nearly a year ago, Irian had said about his Treasure, It won’t let me die. In the same way, I didn’t think the Treasure now tethered to my heart, my soul—my very being—would let me simply die. And although I wasn’t sure what my adoptive sister wanted from me, I had to believe murdering me wasn’t top of her list.


“You can yell at me later.” I drew away from him, turned my attention toward the fiann of warped Gentry warriors writhing and dying on the beach. I didn’t regret what I’d done to protect myself, but this was . . . messy. Shards of wood had shredded skin, pierced bone, mangled muscle. Those who survived would be maimed or crippled for life. Those who didn’t would die long, agonizing deaths. Ravens would peck out their eyes; bone-foxes would feast on their flesh. “They don’t deserve to die like this.”


Irian stared at the destruction I’d wrought, his pale eyes opaque as the moon sliding behind the trees. Then he stood, hefting the midnight length of the Sky-Sword. Its carven metal was already stained with half-dried blood. “A swift death is the best mercy.”


“There’s no need.” I also stood, laying a forestalling hand on Irian’s arm. I glanced at the ragged stump of the larch I’d shattered, then back at the mangled fiann. “I started this. Let me be the one to finish it. Let the forest have them. At least then they might still live. In a way.”


I had barely thought it before it became so. The blue-green stone above my breast throbbed hard above my heart. Veins of green and brown blurred out from the edge of the forest toward the fallen warriors. The shards of larch wood embedded in their flesh—the needles and pinecones and splinters—burst to life. Rough brown bark crusted over their skin. Their bodies went rigid as wood. Their limbs split and fractured, fractal fingers becoming a thousand reaching twigs. The blood speckling the beach erupted into undergrowth—ferns and mushrooms and flowering vines.


Within moments, there were no remnants of the Silver She-Wolf’s fiann. Only the ravenous forest marching a little closer to the lough.


I turned toward Irian, sudden exhaustion tugging at my limbs. He folded me against him, sweeping the length of his discarded mantle around my shoulders. The edge of his jaw slid over my wind-tangled hair; his lips brushed the seashell of my ear.


“Am I allowed to start yelling at you yet?”


“You could.” My arms looped around his tapered waist. I slid one finger, then two, then my whole palm beneath the fabric of his shirt. He jerked at the touch, the ridges of his stomach flexing hot and hard beneath my palm. I smiled up at him. “If that’s what you want to do.”


He tilted his face down toward mine, closing what little gap remained between us. The waning moon had set, rendering the predawn darker than the night, and Irian’s features abstract. A dark, arching eyebrow. A sculpted cheekbone. His plush lips, lifting sideways over a polished canine.


“Not anymore, colleen.”


I looped my arms around his neck and drew him down for a searing, simmering kiss. He tasted like ice water and the hour before dawn. “Then hurry up and take me home, Sky-Sword.”









Chapter Two
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T he night sky bent, churned, turned itself inside out around us. A momentary wave of dizziness. A brief, blistering urge to vomit.


Irian’s favorite mode of travel was my least favorite.


But as Irian had once promised, I was getting used to it. Or perhaps I was more focused on his fingers tangling in my hair and cupping the nape of my neck. His mouth dragging fire up the column of my throat. His hard body fitting against mine in a way that still felt deliciously new and irresistibly alluring.


His tower room was unlit save for the gray line of false dawn ringing his windows. We fumbled in the dark, tripping over discarded blankets and careless pillows. Three months ago, I had nearly Greenmarked his chambers to oblivion. Dried goldenrod and drooping asters brushed us as we stumbled toward the half-rotted mattress.


“Have you ever considered,” I asked, my voice a breathless whisper in the dim, “buying candles?”


“Have you ever considered, colleen,” he breathed back, “that I possess the enviable talent of being able to see in the dark?”


Proving his point, Irian bypassed the mattress completely, lifting me deftly over a row of cantankerous gorse bushes intent on ripping my trousers. My spine collided with the wall. Remembering how Almha’s daughter had thrown me into the larch, I hissed against anticipated pain. But none came.


“My back,” I gasped out. Irian froze, concern icing over his desire. I laughed, squeezing his bicep in reassurance. “No, I mean—it feels fine. Good as new. Yet another benefit of becoming a Treasure, I assume?”


“Accelerated healing is part of the package, yes.” He dropped his head beside mine, whispered his next words onto my throat. “But do not think yourself invincible, colleen. Burns or lacerations may knit up in hours. But deeper wounds can be unpredictable. Internal injuries may take far longer to heal, leaving you vulnerable.”


“So you’re saying I should avoid getting stabbed?”


His laugh ruffled my hair. “Please.”


Irian’s hands slid down from my waist to cup my rear. I hooked my legs around his waist. Wordlessly, he slid one hand down the length of my leg. Untied my boots. Nudged them off. Tossed them to clatter in the corner.


His hand on my chin was a question. I answered, tilting my face toward his and sliding my tongue over his bottom lip. He caught my mouth and kissed me deeply. Leisurely. As if now that he had me in his arms, he was in no hurry to do anything but enjoy me.


After a moment, he drew back. In the dim, his expression was a puzzle.


“Colleen,” he murmured. “I have something I wish to ask you.”


A giddy flush of nerves burned heat onto my cheeks. “Then ask.”


“Tonight, down on the beach.” He paused, as if searching for the right words. “Did you call me sweetheart for all the She-Wolf’s fiann to hear?”


Surprise made me still. Then I burst out laughing, laying my forehead against his shoulder and cackling into his chest.


“Did you not like it?” I finally managed.


“I liked it about as much as Beefswaddle,” he growled. “If you are to call me by a pet name, colleen, then I insist you choose something better.”


“Why?” I lifted my head, searching for his silver eyes in the dark. My hands found the sharp curve of his jaw. Traced the hollows of his cheekbones; the elegant angle of his eyebrows. “Do you object to being called my heart?”


“Never.” His fingers brushed over the Treasure at my chest, glowing faintly in the dim, then trailed lower. “I object to being called sweet.”


He unlaced my shirt deftly, each motion of his hands keeping time to the throb of my heart. The garment fell open, and he palmed my breast, brushing a sword-calloused thumb over one peaked nipple. I gasped, and he caught the sound with his lips, dragging his mouth over mine. His hand roamed lower, gliding over the plane of my stomach until it found the waistband of my trousers. He unlaced them with the same easy speed as my shirt. His hand glided hot between my legs, against my ready slickness.


His mouth dropped to my neck. He slid a finger inside me. Two. I closed my eyes and rocked against him, his touch burning heat through my veins. I moaned at the slippery ache coiling tight in my belly, and he made a sound deep in his throat. His fingers never stopped. I hooked my heel deeper into his back and let him drive me toward the edge—until I was gasping in his ear and digging my fingernails into his shoulders. Only then did I stop him with a hand on his wrist; a palm in the center of his chest. He stilled but didn’t take his hand from my trousers.


“Tell me, colleen.” His words rasped with desire. From the window, a marigold flush of dawn kissed his hard jaw. “Tell me where you want me.”


“You know.”


“Tell me anyway.” His plush mouth curved. “I want to hear you say it.”


A glittering thrill sped my heartbeat and bathed my spine in warmth. My gaze collided with Irian’s—in the rising light, motes of gold touched the silver of his irises.


“I want you inside me, Sky-Sword.” I reveled in the way my words transformed him. His pupils blowing dark in his metal eyes . . . his whole body going rigid . . . his mouth softening. “But slowly. I want you to fuck me until the morning comes.”


He didn’t need to be told twice. He tore his shirt over his head, slipped off our trousers, then lifted me back to the wall. My spine pressed against cold stone as my front molded to his marvelous muscular heat. His fingertips burned divots into my hip bones as he hooked my knee over his elbow . . . then pushed inside me, inch by glorious inch. Slowly—achingly slow. The sensation broke my control. I writhed against him, crying out as pleasure tangled sharp thorns in my core. Burned summertime heat up my back. Burst leafing green behind my eyelids. The wall at my back exploded with growth—an emerald corona of pillowy moss and creeping phlox and flowering vines. The masonry protested, stones groaning.


Irian smiled and slowed his movements further. Red winter sunlight slit through black branches and clawed for the windowsill. My breathing came rough and ragged. I arched my back, dug my fingertips into the spray of soft black hairs at the nape of his neck, wrapped my thighs tighter around his waist. I slid my tongue along his ear, nipping gently at the lobe.


“Irian,” I whispered. “The sun is almost up.”


He made that low sound in the back of his throat and drove so deep inside me stars shattered behind my eyes. He pushed me faster, although his movements never lost their precision. He fucked like he fought—methodically, gracefully, enthusiastically. His fingers brushed the side of my breast, his thumb drawing circles around my nipple. Renewed pleasure bloomed inside me.


Sunlight burst over the sill, crowning Irian in gold. His hand slid up the column of my throat, applying gentle pressure to my chin, until there was nowhere to look but at him. His eyes bored into me, losing their moonlit glow as they transformed with the morning. Blue as an azure sky ringed with gold, with a shadow of night lingering in their depths. I gasped, the intensity of our physical connection mingling with the overwhelming intimacy of his direct gaze. My breath rushed hot in my lungs. My back went rigid, and the wall behind us complained again.


Never breaking eye contact, Irian slid his hand down my stomach. His fingers again found the peak of my pleasure, slippery and hot. The barest touch pushed me over the edge. He held me as I shattered against him, whimpering and shuddering. Greenery whispered and convulsed on the wall behind me, raining fragments of stone and mortar onto our heads. Only then did Irian finally take his own pleasure, his movements turning relentless until he finished with one last heaving thrust.


The wall at my back shivered, splintered, then caved in. Crumbled stone and mortar and a thousand tiny white flowers showered down around us. Irian cursed as he cupped the back of my head and twisted me around, shielding me from the detritus with his body. I yelped, flailed. We both lost our balance. We collapsed onto the edge of the flowering mattress, which in turn disintegrated in a puff of pollen and dried flowers. We fell with a thump onto the floor.


“Colleen!” Irian’s voice was rough with concern. “Are you all right?”


I brushed dried petals out of my eyes and looked up at him. Motes of golden dust danced around his face, contorted with worry. I looked beyond him, at the crumbled wall and the rising dawn and the botanical mayhem. Then I was laughing, choking on pollen. I buried my face in his shoulder, giggling with absurdity and joy and the afterglow of pleasure.


“You are mad, colleen.” Irian dragged his mantle from our tangle of clothes. He curled it around my shoulders as he tucked me close into his chest.


“Wonderfully mad.” Exhaustion pulled at my eyelids. “Right?”


“Yes.” His smile dazzled like sunlight. He brushed a calloused thumb over my bottom lip, then kissed me. “Magnificently mad.”


But in the moment before he closed his eyes, a flicker of darkness crossed his expression. A shadow—a shadow shaped like the same inexplicable fear I’d seen earlier tonight.


A cold, sunlit breeze needled over the windowsill and bit through Irian’s heavy woolen mantle. I shivered and nestled deeper in his arms.
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I was the forest.


I was huge, ancient, infinite. The shaded path between the trees. The touch of sunlight on half-buried stones.


In the dappled light, the doe was nearly invisible. I could see only her mournful, depthless eyes. They pierced me between the shifting shadows. She lifted her head, flicked her ears.


When she opened her mouth, she had human teeth.


“A long time ago,” she said, “you were given away for safekeeping. Now you have been given back to yourself.”


I surged awake, the dream already cleaving away from my mind. A riot of sunshine burned over my face—late morning, if not yet noon. I reached for Irian’s comforting bulk, but my fingers found only chilly air. I cracked bleary eyes and levered myself up onto an elbow, winding the rumpled mantle around my nakedness as I looked around the tower room.


Irian curled in the window casement, his long legs slung against the sill and his sculpted cheek pressed to the glass. His gaze was fixed somewhere out the window—he hadn’t yet noticed I’d awoken. It was rare to observe Irian alone—unguarded. He held himself nearly motionless—a statue in repose. His raven hair—longer now than when I’d first met him—flopped, unruly, over one eye and curled behind his ears. Only his hand moved, sliding restively up and down the windowpane, coalescing lines of condensation in its wake. He seemed to revel in the morning—lifting his angular chin so his face caught the sun. Sliding his blue-and-gold eyes along the curved bellies of clouds. Inhaling the high, bright wind slicing in off the lough.


It occurred to me—blazingly, uncomfortably—that for someone I’d shared so much with, I knew him so little. It also occurred to me that he had been alone for much, much longer than he’d been with me.


My enemy. My lover. My husband.


The thought unearthed jagged roots of uneasy emotion. I stamped them down before they had a chance to blossom beneath the light of my attention.


My observation began to border on voyeurism. I coughed. Irian turned. A brief shadow winnowed over his gaze before it settled toward warmth. He smiled halfway, his plush lips crooked.


“Good morning, colleen.”


“Good morning, darling.”


“Darling?” Irian grimaced. “Still objectively worse than Beefswaddle.”


“I’m just going to start calling you Beefswaddle and be done with it.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Are you planning on coming over here and kissing me anytime soon?”


“And miss the opportunity to watch you saunter across my room clothed in nothing but my mantle?” He said it easily, but the weight of his eyes sparked heat in my belly. “Not likely.”


A challenge. I climbed to my feet in the wreckage of the bedroom, curling his dark mantle immodestly around my waist and chest so that most of my back and the outer curve of my breasts were still on display. Running a hand through my messy hair, I crossed slowly toward the window. His eyes followed the sway of my limbs, grazing the arch of my waist, the length of my neck, the curve of my hips. He shifted on the sill, bending toward me as I approached. He kissed me deeply, lingering on my lips, then lifted me against him, curling my back to his front and resting his jaw on the top of my head.


I looked down through the window. Winter gripped Tír na nÓg in shades of gray, but color still found ways to flourish. Brilliant feathers ruffled from the tails of glass-bright songbirds; winter berries clustered like rubies and sapphires on trees pebbled with frost. The sky was a shade of blue I’d never seen in the mortal lands—luminous as a wish and cold as a secret. Far below, the lough was a dark circle of slate. A family of extravagantly crested ducks left tiny white wakes behind them.


“You said I was a swan when you found me.” The question left me abruptly. Irian tensed at my back, and I almost regretted bringing it up. But I still had questions about what had happened after the night of the Ember Moon. Over a month had passed, and while I had my own recollections, they were like a fading dream. A warm, calm expanse of roots and branches; an endless sky; the sensation of being infinitely known, infinitely accepted.


“Perhaps it is your anam cló—your soul form.”


“Yet the night of the Ember Moon, I gave myself to the Heart of the Forest—to Deirdre’s Treasure. I sacrificed myself for the Treasure of the Sept of Antlers. Why would I be transformed into a swan?”


Irian twined his fingers in mine, twisting my wrist so our tattoos lay against each other. My new markings were a tangle of thorny vines, interspersed with sharp black feathers arranged in loose, harmonic circles—almost like the petals of a flower. His were the same stiff black pinions layered in sharp, harsh angles climbing his arm. Yet where I’d once thought his markings unchanged by our handfasting, I now knew that was not the case. Slender vines snaked between the feathers, studded with tiny flowers and tinier thorns.


“You and I were wed, colleen.” Irian’s voice bruised with emotion. “Among the Folk, the magic of handfasting is not unlike the magic of a geas. It is a binding, an obligation—a knitting together of two into one. Two bodies. Two hearts. Two souls.”


The words of the oath we’d made to each other echoed in my ears, little more than a month old and yet so strangely distant. As if it had been someone other than me who’d said them. Blood of my blood, and bone of my bone, I shall not permit thee to wander alone. Heat and shadow choked me when I remembered that night. The piercing ache of feathers tearing from my hair as we fled into the forest, away from Eala’s terrible coup. Irian’s huge hand gripping mine as he looped makeshift ribbons around my wrist. Thorns biting the skin of my arm as I whispered hurried, frantic words to a man I barely knew. A man I had nevertheless begun to love. A man I had never intended to marry—at least, not so soon. Give me your heart and let it be known: that then, now, and after, you are my home.


I had promised myself twice over that night. Once to Irian. Again to the Heartwood. In both cases, I wasn’t exactly sure what I’d bargained in return.


“Colleen.” Irian’s hand found my chin, pulled my gaze to his. His gilded eyes burned blue, so unfamiliar to me after a year of seeing nothing but his nocturnal silver. “Do you regret it?”


“No.” The refusal came easily—I meant it. I shifted in his lap, swiveling until I sat facing him, my legs looped around his waist. Under other circumstances, the position would have been carnal. But here—now—it wasn’t. It was just intimate. “But I’m trying to understand. Nothing happened the way I thought it would.”


“Indeed. I did not die.” Irian grinned, a brilliant flash of his lovely white teeth. But the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “You did.”


“About that.” I brushed my hand along the plane of his cheek, curling an errant strand of midnight hair behind his ear. A thrill sang through me when he leaned into the touch. “Why did we both live? Two Treasures were renewed that night. Yet only one life was tithed. And then, only temporarily.”


“I do not know.” Irian caught my hand, kissed my palm. His eyes flicked toward the sky outside, where scalloped white clouds swept over the sun. “You are a changeling, Fia. Fair Folk blood runs in your veins. Our lifespans are long—hundreds, sometimes thousands of years. When you resurrected the Heart of the Forest—bargained with the Heartwood to renew its magic—you traded that unknowable time for a mere thirteen years. Perhaps my own reprieve was stolen from the same lifespan.” He paused for a long, tense moment. “We both survived the Ember Moon, colleen. But we are not delivered from our fate. We have simply put it off. Both our lives are still forfeit to the magic holding this land together. Our power is great, but the cost is high. You and I—we are both waiting to die.”


“How can you be so sure?” The certainty in his words chilled the warmth passing between our bodies, leaving me hollow. I gathered the folds of his mantle closer around my nakedness. “The resurrection of the Heart of the Forest was a miracle. You said it yourself—I changed our story’s ending.”


“For now.” He sighed, his gaze winging away over my shoulder. His expression turned rueful. “That wall is somewhat worse for wear for your ministrations, colleen.” For a moment, I didn’t know what he was talking about. “I confess, I am surprised the whole tower did not come down around us.”


Oh, that. I lifted my chin and quirked a brow at him. “Take it as a compliment, Sky-Sword.”


A flash of dark heat seared his eyes. “I cannot pay the mason in compliments.”


“I could try.”


“You would not dare.” His hands found my waist. His fingers—less scalding now than they’d once seemed—were deft beneath my ribs as he tickled me in earnest. I squealed, writhing in his lap. He jerked me closer, his hands dropping from my waist to my hips. He curled his palms around the fullness of my rear, gathering me closer. My dark, tangled hair made a curtain around us. But even as desire kindled in his eyes, the shadows I was beginning to despise cooled it. “Did you think on what I asked you, colleen?”


I rocked my hips against him. He was too close; I, too naked. His words barely made an impact. “Hmm?”


“How do you plan to harness the new power of your Treasure?”


I stilled. Now I remembered—he had asked me that two nights ago. And possibly the day before that. In fact, he’d maybe mentioned it every single day since I’d arisen, drenched and dazed, from the darkness of the lough. Almost against my will, my eyes drifted toward the wall I’d ruined last night. Vines thick as my wrist choked huge slabs of granite; a kaleidoscope of unseasonable flowers blazed glory across the rubble.


My eyes jerked back to Irian’s, and I was unsurprised to find them churning with shadows. Fear—so palpable it took my breath away.


“Is that what you’re afraid of ?” I whispered. “Me?”


“I do not fear you, Fia. I fear for you.” Worry made his gaze stark. “The innate magic you once called your Greenmark is gone, replaced by something infinitely more powerful. Ten—a hundred—times stronger. The experience of inheriting a Treasure is complicated—”


“I have it under control, Irian.”


But that wasn’t true, and we both knew it. Since the Ember Moon, I barely had to look at something before it burst with flowering vines and leafing greenery. I’d easily torn that larch to deadly shreds, returned the She-Wolf’s fiann to nature within mere moments. My passion—my pleasure—had nearly destroyed the tower. And I hadn’t even told Irian about the dreams—about the surreal images that flooded my mind when I slept. Images that felt somewhere between memory and prophecy. Images that frightened me. Fascinated me.


“If you are not careful, you could become a danger to yourself. Or others. The power could consume you—transform you. Please—there are methods I can teach you. Mantras and meditations—”


I clutched at the blue-green stone throbbing above my breast. “I don’t need mantras—”


“Hey! Hellooooo?” A strident, feminine voice echoed up the coiled stairwell, startling us both and breaking the tension. “Are you two lovebirds wearing clothes? Or do I need to blindfold myself before entering the sanctum of the beloved?”


Irian looked at me for a moment longer, shadows still clouding the unfamiliar blue of his gaze. Then a small smile touched his face. He rose from the windowsill, setting me gently on my feet in his demolished bedroom.


“I nearly forgot,” he said. “Chandika returns today.”









Chapter Three
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I rian and I dressed hurriedly, fumbling for mismatched clothing scattered around his tower room. Over the past week, I’d discovered that Irian’s wardrobe consisted of a whole lot of once-fine but now-threadbare tunics in indiscriminate dark colors and breeches that invariably had holes in awkward places. And since I’d sloshed out of the lough wearing nothing but the Heart of the Forest and a scattering of black swan feathers, I’d lamentably had to rely on said disagreeable wardrobe for my own outfits.


Considering Irian towered over me by more than a head and boasted muscles to match his height, to say his clothes didn’t fit me was a significant understatement.


Irian swiftly dragged a dark blue shirt over his head—not bothering to tuck it into the pair of gray trousers hanging low around his hips—then observed me getting dressed with a smile I wasn’t sure I appreciated. The sleeves on his borrowed tunic were so long I had to cuff them nearly to the shoulder; the shortest pair of his trousers puddled around my feet and dragged on the floor. I hopped on one foot as I tried to roll them up to my ankles, then strapped them high above my hips with a belt that went around my waist nearly twice.


When I looked up, Irian was still watching me. His smile widened, and—had he not been teasing me—the sharp beauty of it would have carved the breath from my lungs.


“What?” I demanded, narrowing my eyes and cinching the belt even tighter. “Something funny?”


“Not funny, no.” He closed the distance between us and slid his hands around my waist, where his trousers gaped despite the belt. “Adorable.”


“I look like a sheerie dressed in leipreachán’s clothing,” I griped. “It’s embarrassing.”


“It is adorable.” His eyes were azure and gilt. He pulled me closer, the hands roaming up my ribs sending heat to spike my spine. His touch, once so hot against mine that it nearly burned, was now only pleasantly warm. The heat of a man, not a demigod. I wondered—not for the first time—whether his skin had cooled with the renewal of his Treasure . . . or whether mine had risen in tenor to meet his. “Impossibly, unbearably adorable.”


“Chandi’s waiting for us.” I swatted his hands away. “And she’s not a very patient person.”


“No.” He relented with a sigh. “Last time I made Chandika wait in the fort, she dismantled all the wall sconces and set a fire in the cellar. And after last night, I am not sure the fort can stand any more damage.”


“I did already apologize for that.” I dragged him toward the stairs. “And I’m sure Chandi isn’t going to start any fires.”


I immediately had to eat my words. At the bottom of the stairs, Chandi crouched before the hearth, swathed in lengths of furs, blowing forcefully over scattered kindling and sparking coals. Her long black hair dangled over her shoulders, drifting dangerously close to the uneven blaze she’d lit.


“Chandika,” Irian said levelly. “What do you think you are doing?”


She rounded on us, the fire’s warmth pinking her brown cheeks and putting flames in her amber eyes. “Do you two have any idea how cold it is in here?”


I laughed, giddy, and flung myself at her. Although Irian had repeatedly assured me she’d survived Eala’s Gate coup with little harm, I hadn’t seen Chandi since the night of the Ember Moon. It felt like longer than five weeks—it felt like a lifetime. So much had passed between us, in those final moments before I’d fled to the Heartwood with Irian. I remembered how I’d begged Chandi not to let Eala take her heart—how every imperfect interaction between us had fallen away because all I’d wanted was for her to survive. And I remembered how she’d helped us flee—how she’d sacrificed her own safety to stand up to Eala, to stand up to—


I pushed away the pernicious thought lapping at my attention before it had the chance to swamp me. I hugged Chandi harder, until she whimpered theatrically and pinched my arm in self-defense.


“You’re strangling me.”


“Only a little.” I swiped a surreptitious hand over my eyes before I drew away. “I’m glad to see you.”


“Hmm.” She looked me up and down, her eyebrows rising as she took in my attire. “What happened to you? You look like a little lad dressed up in his father’s castoffs.”


I shot Irian a look that said, I told you so.


“And you look like a skinned bear.” I glanced askance at her layers of furs. “What happened to swanning around the woods wearing nothing but your birthday suit?”


“Eala happened.” Chandi’s expression barely changed, but when she turned her head to look at Irian, I noticed a slender pink scar snaking along her collarbone and down her chest. “When she broke Irian’s geas over us swan maidens, we all reverted back to our mortal forms. Whatever magic kept me warm in the depths of winter is sadly gone. As is my ability to drink liquor from dusk to dawn without consequence. Did you know that humans get hangovers when they drink too much? Oh, and I have to eat food three to four times a day, or else I feel like I’m dying. Do you know how much food that is? It’s piles of it. Literal pounds and pounds of food. Every single day.”


“Chandi—” I tried to interject.


“On that note.” She indicated the basket beside the hearth. “The Summer Twins send their regards.”


“What—” I flipped up the basket’s lid. Nestled inside were piles of lush pastries and crusty breads studded with fruit and glazed with honey. My stomach grumbled, although I wasn’t entirely sure whether it was from actual hunger . . . or old habit. I inhaled a pastry that looked like a bird’s nest and spoke around a full mouth. “You absolute paragon of personhood. This is exactly what I needed.”


“You do not actually need physical nourishment, you know.” Irian’s voice remained meticulously even as he approached the flagging fire. He kicked dying embers into the grate and rearranged the kindling until flames licked upward. “The power of your Treasure will sustain you in a way that food and drink will not.”


Yet another consequence of my mystical transformation. An unexpected tendril of longing turned the food to ash in my mouth. Longing for a self I’d sacrificed, in return for unknowable and unexplored new characteristics. Longing for what had been, if only because I could never have it back again.


“Where’s the fun in that?” I rolled my eyes at Chandi, who cracked a smile. “Now, if only you’d brought me a strong mug of life-bestowing coffee, I could die happy.”


“In Mag Mell, they make a brew from mushrooms that heats the blood and sustains energy.” Irian’s voice remained so expressionless that it had the opposite effect as he intended. Once upon a time, this was the only Irian I knew—cold, controlled. But his true disposition was as shifting as the winds he commanded—his mouth sliding from a grimace to a grin with his emotions, his eyes intense with mercurial thoughts. This flat, forced affect made me nervous. “Perhaps that might satiate the craving.”


“I’ve tried that.” Chandi selected a round bread jeweled with winter pears and glazed with syrup and picked it apart with deft fingers. “I’m convinced it’s just mud.”


For a few moments, we munched in peace. Then Irian lifted his gilded eyes from the fire, sliding them first to Chandi, then to me. His gaze lingered on mine, jagged tenderness lurking behind a bank of dark resolve. My anxiety grew unwieldy, scratching the inside of my skin with sharp thorns.


“What news from the twins, Chandika?” Irian asked.


Chandi set down the uneaten portion of her bread and brushed a finger over her scar—a new, unconscious gesture. For the past five weeks—since Eala’s coup of the Gates on Samhain—Chandi and the remaining swan maidens who had defied their princess had escaped to the Holly Gate—Geata Tinne. Siobhán and Seaghán, the Summer Twins—bardaí of the Holly Gate—were the first to set themselves against Eala and had become de facto leaders of the Folk opposition to her ambitions. But if Almha’s daughter’s loyalties last night were any indication, that opposition was shrinking by the day.


I swallowed another bite of my pastry, but it stuck in my throat like dirt.


“The Summer Twins have made their position clear—they do not wish to see Eala consolidate more power. Nor do they wish to wage war upon the human realms, should she succeed in somehow dismantling the Gates and attacking the high queen of Fódla.” Chandi’s expression bordered on grave, and it sent another tendril of yearning to scrabble up my ribs. I missed the Chandi I’d come to love last year. That girl’s face had not been suited to war—it had been meant for laughter and strong drinks, daring fashion choices and devilish commentary. I did not know this Chandi—scarred, weather whipped, grim. “They are taking dissenters and refugees under their protection. But they have not outright stated any intention to mount an offensive against Eala. They are but one realm among thirteen. Their position is precarious.”


Irian nodded as if he’d already known what Chandi was going to say. “What of the other three Gate bardaí who have also declined to join Eala?”


“They remain neutral—for now.” Chandi made a helpless gesture. “But if I know anything about Eala, it is that she is persuasive. She has a knack for finding the chink in a person’s armor—the soft spot they would do anything to protect. She will not bide her time in this conflict—I daresay she has been planning it for longer than any of us knew. By the next full moon, everything could be different.”


A green log popped in the hearth. Irian jerked at the sound. Light flared across the room, and in its wake a shadow seemed to beat around his shoulders and darken his gaze. Some decision—or hesitation—made a wasteland of his face.


“Then our path is clear.” His voice lost its level. “It is time for us to leave this place.”


The statement thudded through me. Irian kept speaking, but the rest of his words fell away like autumn leaves from a barren tree, meaningless in the wake of the ones that had come before it.


It is time for us to leave.


My palm crushed the greasy remnants of a pastry I didn’t realize I was still holding. When I forced my fingers to unhinge, I saw the raisins studding the tart had turned back into grapes, their wrinkled skins expanding until they glowed with plumpness and moisture.


“Leave?” The word burst out of me, more forceful than I’d intended. Irian and Chandi broke off the conversation they’d continued without me. “We can’t leave.”


Irian frowned. “Colleen—”


“We can’t leave.” I stood. The pastry fell from my lap, and the fat, lush grapes burst where they met the stone floor. Where their moisture spattered, small ugly plants sprang up—birthwort, snake lily, sedge. Chandi’s eyes widened. “My sister has stolen what does not belong to her. The hearts of her maidens. The Gates of the bardaí. The loyalty of misguided Folk. And she won’t stop there. Once she has enough support, she will break down the Gates and assault the human realms.” My words came out rushed, imperfect. “We have a duty to defy her. Like Siobhán and Seaghán. We have to stay—to wrest back the Gates from her control, to rescue the Folk from her dark ambitions, to protect the human realms, to—”


Abruptly, my tirade ended, foundering on the thought I had refused to confront.


Irian’s mouth was a sharp cut across his face. “To save Rogan?”


His words knocked me over. I sat down, hard. Around me, the plants I’d conjured withered, desiccating in an instant until nothing was left but brown petals and moldering leaves. Irian uncrossed his arms. A faint breeze rose up, swirling the dust and decay away from my bare feet.


“What do you know?” Chandi stood, forcing nonchalance as she gathered her furs around her. “That fire is burning mighty low. I suppose someone had better go hunt for more firewood.”


She fled. I barely registered her leaving. The mention of Rogan—the thought of whom I had been meticulously keeping at bay since I’d risen from the lough—pummeled me with a tide of bittersweet emotion. Almost from the first moment I’d arrived in the high queen’s keep in Rath na Mara as a child—an unexpected and unwanted changeling—Rogan had been my only friend. My confidant. My partner in crime. As we grew from children, our relationship shifted toward something both sweeter and harder to bear. But our love story was not one that was ever meant to be told. He had been betrothed to the high queen’s true daughter, Eala, from birth. Last year, he’d accompanied me to Tír na nÓg in order to rescue her from Irian’s geas even as I sought to take Irian’s Treasure for the good of Fódla.


But Eala had been the cunning architect of her own freedom. She had wrested powerful, bloody magic from the hearts of her maidens in order to seize the Gates. And she had stolen Rogan’s free will by forcing him to devour the small black blossoms born from wild magic. The last time I’d seen the prince, on the night of the Ember Moon, he was Eala’s thrall, his self subsumed to her control.


And I wasn’t sure I could bear it. Rogan was still important to me. Despite everything that had happened between him and me—misunderstandings and misery, heartbreak and healing—he still held a piece of my heart. The heart of my childhood, of my innocence, of my humanness. And here—now—in the wake of a supernatural transformation that had stripped away so much of who I’d been and left something inescapably other behind, I wasn’t sure I could let that part of me go. I wasn’t sure I could let him go.


Not if there was any way to save him from Eala.


“We can’t leave.” The repeated words left my lips like a prayer, whisper soft. “Not yet. We can’t.”


“Fia.” Irian knelt before me. His huge, warm hands braceleted my wrists, and our complementary markings seemed to tangle together, thorny flowers and black feathers punctuating our skin. “You cannot save him.”


“You don’t understand.” I looked down at our joined hands. “I ate that black flower last summer. I felt the way it crawled through my veins and warped my perceptions. The way it ground down my will until I could no more have disobeyed its influence than commanded my own heart to stop beating. Rogan has no Folk blood to protect him from its full power. I don’t blame you for wanting to keep me from him—”


“Do not think me jealous, colleen.” Irian lifted a calloused palm to my face, gently tilting my chin up. “How could I be jealous of him when it is me you have chosen?”


His thumb brushed my bottom lip before he bent to cover my mouth with his. I kissed him back—sweet heat and kept promises—but in the back of my throat I tasted unshed tears and the earthy tang of creeping rot.


Regret shone in his eyes as he drew back. “You cannot save him, because I am not sure there is anything to save. No one knows what extended exposure to the black flower does to a human. They only began to grow after wild magic was freed. It has been over a month since Eala made Rogan her thrall. He may not still be alive.”


“He’s still alive. Eala wouldn’t kill him—he’s too useful to her.”


“Assuming he is still alive,” Irian allowed, “the things that made him who he once was may be gone. Wiped away by the inexorable magic of the black flowers.” He rubbed a gentling palm up my arm, and I realized I was shivering. “Besides, colleen—how would you propose to rescue him? If he is truly useful to Eala, she will not let you saunter into her stronghold and spirit him away. Or she will, only to force you to stay—for whatever nefarious reason she sent Almha’s daughter to capture you.”


“We are tánaistí, Irian—we are Treasures.” The words came out harsh and forceful. Thorns prickled along my wrists at the places where Irian’s palms gripped me. His eyes flickered, but he did not let me go. “We wield the most powerful magic in Tír na nÓg. We are practically invincible. What is any of it good for, if not this?”


“We are not invincible.” The blade of his jaw tightened. “There are only two of us, colleen. We may wield strong magic, but it is not the only magic in Tír na nÓg. And you have barely begun learning your limits.”


“That again.” I surged up, breaking his grip on my wrists. I paced to the fire and back. “This isn’t just about Rogan. Eala is wily—it’s been just over a month since Samhain, and she’s managed to turn the majority of the Gate bardaí to her cause, through treachery or temptation. How long before the neutral bardaí—or even Siobhán and Seaghán—eventually bow to her? If we have any hope of breaking her control of the Gates and preventing her from waging war on Folk and human realms alike, it has to be now. We owe it to the Folk.”


“No.” Irian’s gaze went flat as fallow fields. “We owe them nothing.”


His vehemence pushed me back a step. “We are the only living heirs to the Septs—”


“Have you forgotten why that is?” His voice turned deadly. “The bardaí and their fianna butchered the Septs. Murdered all the potential heirs. Destroyed the Treasures. Eala may be wicked, but so too are the Gate bardaí and any Folk who ally with them. This story has no hero, colleen. It is villain against villain. The bardaí started this when they stole the princess and her maidens from Fódla. Let them be the ones to finish it.”


“There will be innocents caught in the fray. Surely if we stay, we could find some Folk worthy of our help.”


“If I stay, it will not be to help. It will be to watch them all bleed.” His gaze was savage, and for a moment I fancied the shadows lurking beyond the fire’s light coalesced at his shoulders. Then his eyes softened on my face. “We are beholden only to each other, colleen. When you tithed your life instead of mine, you changed our story. Let us be the ones to decide how to tell the rest of it. Not Eala. Not the bardaí. Us—Fia and Irian.”


His words pushed through the thicket I’d built from my fear and anger and worry, startling me with their clarity. Irian might not be jealous of the concern I harbored for Rogan, but he was asking me to choose nevertheless. Him over Rogan. Him over the Folk realms . . . over the human realms.


Him over everything.


They were all choices I had made before. They should have been easy to make again.


“Where would we go?” My words stuck in my throat like wet leaves. “If we . . . left?”


“There are two options. The first is Emain Ablach.” Complicated emotions—disquiet and distant yearning—made a martyr of his face. “The Silver Isle.”


I’d heard him mention it—he’d been fostered there before he’d inherited the Sky-Sword. “What is there for us in Emain Ablach?”


“Gavida, the smith-king, rules there. He swears no allegiance to the Gate bardaí, nor would he be swayed by Eala’s promises. He has his own realm, his own great power. And . . .”


“And what?”


Irian exhaled roughly. “And his son and heir is a potential tánaiste.”


A potential tánaiste. The words slid through me in the abstract. Only a moment later did they start to grow thick, dark roots, wrapping around my heart until I could barely breathe from the pressure of frenzied hope and creeping dismay.


“That can’t be. You said I was the last—the only.”


“I fear it is more complicated than that. You were not the only one—simply the only one available.”


Confusion unfurled within me. “I don’t understand.”


Irian’s face warped with indecision in the moment before he set his jaw.


“Once, in a time of worrisome wars and swelling dissent, a smith-king with the ability to forge objects of vast power divined what his son might become if he did not intervene. Gavida had no desire to see his lone heir become a pawn in a conflict he had long ago disavowed, so he curtailed his son’s innate magic. He cut him off from his destiny. He prevented him from inheriting anything but what Gavida chose. And when he saw what happened to his foster son—to me—a few years later . . . he felt himself vindicated.”


I took this in. “So his son is . . . what? Imprisoned on the Silver Isle?”


Irian tilted his head. “Something like that.”


“This does change things.” Thoughts scudded through me, dried leaves blown upon a gale. “This smith-king—Gavida. He was the one who originally forged the Treasures, was he not?”


“He was.”


I paced to the window. Five weeks ago, there had been only one Treasure left—the Sky-Sword. Then, at the Ember Moon, through some combination of impossible magic and the force of my will, I’d resurrected the second—the Heart of the Forest. But there were still two Treasures that had been destroyed by the bardaí, releasing wild magic over the abandoned cities of the Septs.


“If he did it once, he could do it again,” I said slowly. “If we can somehow convince Gavida and his son to help us reforge the other Treasures—to resurrect the Un-Dry Cauldron and the Flaming Shield in the same way I resurrected the Heart of the Forest—then you and I truly would be invincible. We could defeat Eala—the Gate bardaí. We could renew the rule of law once wielded by the Septs. We could decisively prevent war between the realms.”


“Is that truly what you wish to do, colleen?” A strain of sorrow rasped along Irian’s voice. “Resurrect more Treasures? Collar more heirs with a terrible burden of power they may not have asked for? Consign them to unnaturally short lifespans?”


“I don’t remember you having any of those concerns,” I bit out, my gaze colliding with his, “when you convinced me to inherit your Treasure.”


“That was before.” Irian drew me toward him—roughly, tenderly. “Before I knew the Ember Moon was not where my story ended, but where our next chapter began.”


“Is that option two?” I already knew the answer. “To simply run away?”


Tortured longing mingled with the fear still lurking in his eyes. “What if we had the chance to truly change things, instead of simply reinstating what came before? To set ourselves free of our fates, once and for all?”


“When I have only discovered mine?” My rising dismay felt like it might throttle me. “When there are grave wrongs that must be righted? A princess wielding stolen power? Wild magic still warping the land? We did all this so that magic might survive—so Tír na nÓg might once again flourish. We can’t abandon that now.”


Irian gave his head a swift, decisive jerk—between an acquiescence and a repudiation. “Then it is to be Emain Ablach.”


“It’s a good plan, Irian.” I leaned into him. “A strategic retreat. The potential to forge new alliances—to forge new Treasures.”


“All so we may then wage war.” He mouthed the words like they were poison.


“Eala manipulated and lied to me, dangling her sisterly love like a scrap of meat for a dog,” I reminded him. “She stole the lives of her maidens, stole the will of her betrothed. She has taken too much and has only begun to take. We cannot let her win.”


A muscle high on Irian’s jaw ticced as he clenched his teeth. A moment later he nodded, clearly reluctant to argue further. But I had a feeling this wouldn’t be the last time we’d speak of this. “Very well.”


The fort’s door banged open, gusting autumn wind across the flagstones. Chandi stomped in, looking aggrieved.


“That certainly took long enough.” She sniffed. “Does this mean you’re leaving me to fend for myself out in the cold?”


“Never, Chandika.” Irian rose to his full height, then bowed. Despite his tattered trousers, rumpled shirt, and bed hair, he looked every inch the Gentry heir. His unearthly grace never failed to take my breath away. “Eala’s magic may have torn you from the geas binding us together. But I still consider you a member of my household, so long as you wish to be a part of it. Where I go, you too are welcome—and welcome to what protections I can offer. You and any of the surviving swan maidens who wish to join us. We depart three days hence.”


Chandi seemed to hesitate a moment before sliding her amber eyes to me. I understood—I, too, might be loath to put myself under the protection of a Gentry heir who’d cursed me to the form of a swan for thirteen years, however noble his intentions were. But then her mouth lifted into a smile.


“Sometimes I can understand why you like him.” Her smirk turned wicked. “On second thought, no, I can’t. He is objectively horrible.”


I grinned back. “And terrible in bed to boot.”


Chandi screeched, clapping her hands over her ears. Irian growled and pounced on me, huge hands circling my waist as he lifted me over his shoulder and mimed tossing me out the window. I shrieked, slapping at his hands.


But even as I laughed until my sides hurt, the thick dark roots circling my heart gave a little squeeze. And I had to wonder if Irian had a point. Was it possible to choose all things?


Tír na nÓg and the human realms? Keeping the peace and waging war? Loving Irian and saving Rogan?


Or by failing to choose, would I end up with nothing?
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