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Not in a thousand lifetimes will I ever let you go.


What did it truly mean, to never let a person go? If Fia never returned to him—if she had already been consumed by Talah’s heinous magic—was he honor-bound to grapple with this thing wearing her face for the rest of his life? Or was it enough to have loved her so deeply that the sound of her name was etched like a poem upon the parchment of his heart?


By what terrible troth had he—yet again—bound himself?


All his life, Irian had been defined by geasa. His father’s curse upon his mother, his enforced link with the Sky-Sword. His invisible bonds to the swan maidens, his marriage covenant with Fia. And now this.


Without his oaths, Irian did not know who he was. He had never bothered to ask. But now he began to wonder: Would the weight of this last pledge be the thing to break him?
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For the ones who believe that “the end” is just “once upon a time” in disguise










Part One



Fire in the Head


I am the wind on the sea;


I am the wave of the sea;


I am the bull of seven battles;


I am the eagle on the rock;


I am a flash from the sun;


I am the most beautiful of plants;


I am a strong wild boar;


I am a salmon in the water;


I am a lake in the plain;


I am the word of knowledge;


I am the head of the spear in battle;


I am the god that puts fire in the head.


Who spreads light in the gathering on the hills?


Who can tell the ages of the moon?


Who can tell the place where the sun rests?


—“The Song of Amergin,” translated by Lady Gregory










Chapter One



Within


I had been here before.


A mountain stream slashed down the cliff face and carved out a deep pool in a broad clearing. Spears of moonlight sliced the misty spray into silver prisms. Translucent shallows deepened to midnight near the center of the pond. Glittering flowers spangled sloping banks.


A tall man undressed slowly at the water’s edge. His hair was the lustrous, gleaming black of a feather; his powerful body was carved from hard muscle and sinew. And oh, his face—sculpted from moonlight and shadow, with plush lips parted faintly in amusement. Silver eyes simmered with desire beneath dark winging brows.


He plunged into the pool. The water swallowed him without a splash as he dived—deep enough for his form to be a star of white in the dark. I inhaled, filling my lungs with humid summer air. And even as I stood transfixed on the bluebell-strewn knoll… I, too, dived into the pool. My hands—clasped as if in prayer—split the dark water. My body knifed down, the cold pond a shock against my sweat-sticky skin. I clawed at the water, pulling myself deeper.


You cannot hide here.


The voice was the whisper of silver ripples lapping rush-lined banks; the susurrus of eager trees bending heavy heads; the sudden pinch of a molten ring wrapped too tightly around my finger; the blinding scream of a collar latched around my throat—


Let me in.


I knew by now not to grab for it. The collar’s faint sizzle at my throat was nothing more than sense memory. I could tug until my fingernails shredded. Tear with all my strength. The metal would not give way. Because it was not really there.


Instead, I dived deeper. The man arose in counterpoint, and I watched him as he passed. His sharp jaw was tilted toward the light; his silver eyes were open, fixed on the shadow of a girl standing on the bank.


Me.


Not me. Not anymore.


Part of me longed to turn—to buoy to the surface alongside Irian and let this moment play out the way it was supposed to. To latch my legs around his waist and tangle my fingertips in his damp black hair and press my yearning lips to his. But the rest of me knew—this moment was long gone. It was a dream, a memory. And if I lingered here—if I stayed—then she might catch me.


Let me in.


I swam deeper. My breath bulged in my lungs, yearning for escape. The moonlight bled away, a last gasp fading into nothing. If this had been real, I would have long ago reached the bottom of the pool.


It was not real.


I thrust myself deeper still, my senses furling away from me like petals from a dying flower. My sight, gone. My breath, stolen. My skin, chilled. I did not know which way was up, down. Whether this was still water, or something colder. Darker. Emptier.


I only knew I had to keep moving.


You cannot hide here.


As if summoned by the words, light appeared—a warm glow green as ivy and gentle as jasmine. Surprise forced my gaze to my chest, where a river stone suddenly hung above my breastbone, pulsing a deep blue-green in the endless dark. A slender sapling of hope grew inside me. I grabbed for the stone, and it hummed between my fingers. Vines clambered up my wrists with tiny sharp thorns.


A forest grew before me. Diamond-barked trunks arched tangled limbs. Branches exploded with serrated leaves scaled green as lizards’ bellies. Ferns embroidered lace through teeming underbrush. Vibrant flowers trembled, iridescent as butterflies’ wings.


A familiar figure stood amid dappled shafts of moonlight. They wore a crown of silver antlers lofting toward a star-strewn sky. Their muscular limbs were slicked over with russet fur. They had a face like the forest path.


You are mine, they intoned, slow as the seasons and patient as the dusk. Long fingers tipped with claws beckoned me, and I followed without thought. Without fear. Even as the figure turned, disappearing into the darkest part of the wood, I heedlessly ran after them.


Let me in!


The soundless scream chased me, rattling the boughs of the trees until their glass leaves shattered on the path. My bare feet crunched through the litter, pain lancing my calves as blood fletched my steps. Still I ran—as skeleton birds pecked at my eyes and metal trees unfurled into starbursts of violence and my silver crown slipped down over one eye. I jerked it away from my head, and some of my white-blond hair came away with it, silvery strands twining my fingers like wire.


“No,” I moaned as my steps slowed. I threw the silver tiara to the ground, but that was no better—gray-fleshed arms punched from the dirt, clawing toward the shining metal with broken fingernails and palms crusted with grave dirt.


You cannot hide here.


I forced myself forward, even as the forest charred to dust at my passing. The ring around my finger burned molten. The scent of scorched metal and bog tar chased me. I swallowed, the sickly sweetness of apple nectar coating my tongue until my teeth began to rot in my mouth.


Still, I ran. Because I was not trying to hide.


I was trying to escape.










Chapter Two



Irian


Every person had a limit to their strength. Irian was approaching his.


This was not the first time in his life his strength had flagged. Though he had been forced from an early age to make himself a fortress, he knew hardness and resilience were not the same things. Endurance was a muscle that weakened as readily as an arm or a leg. There had been countless times over the years when Irian had longed to give up. To surrender.


More times than he readily cared to admit.


When he had been a little boy rowing himself across a raucous ocean and climbing clamorous cliffs, only to find his own beloved mother did not remember him.


When he had been a young man, cast out from the only home he knew by the only father he’d ever wanted.


When he had been a man grown, and his wife of three minutes had taken her own life instead of his, leaving him devastated in the wake of her sacrifice.


Irian looked at Fia now. She lay quiescent in his arms, rocking gently to the motion of the aughisky plodding heavily beneath them. Irian could almost ignore the shifting patterns of metal tracing like lace beneath her skin, the slick scales bulging at her temples before smoothing away, the sharp black pinions spiking her dark hair before softening to sable waves. He could pretend Fia was sleeping in his arms. He could pretend nothing had changed.


But everything had changed. And Irian, yet again, had been powerless to prevent it.


How long since Emain Ablach collapsed? He had lost count. Three weeks—perhaps more.


After the fateful Longest Night, their group had washed up past midnight on a black-sand beach beneath towering crimson cliffs. Irian had been consumed by Fia’s transformations—her form rapidly shifting between woman and wolf, girl and goshawk. She had scratched and clawed and beat at him. He had barely spared an ear for the hurried war council carried out by his half-drowned compatriots.


“There will be innocents caught in the destruction,” Wayland had ground out when Laoise first suggested retreating to the home she referred to only as the Cnoc. “With my father dead, I am king of the Silver Isle. They will look to me—”


“You are king of nothing, Prionsa.” Wayland had flinched at the unvarnished truth of Laoise’s words. But they had all witnessed the Silver Isle shear away into the hungry waves, had all watched it devoured by silver flames and cold ocean. “There will be some who found currachs or barges or lengths of driftwood. But unless you can command the tide to carry them safely to shore, then I am not sure how you believe you can help.”


“If we cannot help them,” Sinéad had said, “then we must help those who may be yet caught in the war the bardaí will wage, with Eala dead.”


“She is not.” Those were the only words Irian had been able to manage as he had wrestled the transforming figure of his magic-warped wife upon the blackened beach.


They had all turned toward him, surprise mingling with denial. Only Wayland had dared approach, reaching to help Irian with Fia. Irian had batted him away, brusque. “Eala lives.”


“But I killed her,” Sinéad said, with little intonation.


Irian had indeed watched the human girl plunge her twin daggers into Eala’s chest a half dozen times before Laoise dragged Sinéad off her swan sister’s broken, bleeding body. But he knew too much of the terrible magic of the Treasures to believe it so easy to kill the human princess. Perhaps he might have convinced himself, as the others had done. But he had seen her, in the moments before Emain Ablach disappeared beneath the sea. Her gilded head, crowned by a sparkling silver tiara. Her fluttering dress, white as the cliffs at her back. Her sharp smile, ready to carve up destiny and swallow it whole.


“She lives,” he had reiterated roughly. Even if he had not seen Eala, smiling like mayhem on that beach, he could feel her magic. Just as he could feel Fia’s, the atonal thrum of it singing in counterpoint to his own. Just as he could feel the two ugly points of corrupted wild magic threading darkly over the distant landscape.


The Treasures were all linked. It was as it had ever been. He would know if Eala were dead—if the wild magic of her Treasure had been released.


No—they were not yet finished with the swan princess.


In the end, Laoise’s plan had prevailed. The Gentry maiden had surprised them all with the truth of her anam cló. Irian had heard legends of the mythic dragain of the Sept of Scales—from his mother, from Deirdre, even from Wayland when they were boys. But those flying, flaming serpents had been but stories, as believable as the colossal eagles or the sea leviathans or the giant elks of the other Septs. To see Laoise transform into a scaled dragan glowing red-gold as she winged toward the clouds had been… impressive.


She was also the only one of them who had a home to retreat to.


Wayland’s home was flotsam on the fathomless sea. Irian’s a crumbling fort in the heart of bardaí territory. Sinéad had none; if Balor had one, he seemed unattached to the idea of returning to it. Fia was not in a position to weigh in.


So it had been decided. A few of the aughiskies had abandoned them to dive into the frothing dark sea. Irian’s tall black steed, Abyss, had stayed on, if reticently; he thought the stallion’s willingness to help had more to do with Fia’s mare, Linn, relentlessly harrying him than any genuine desire to help. Sinéad’s white mare had also stayed, as had an energetic cobalt yearling whom Wayland had readily taken for a mount. Balor needed no steed; Laoise either flew high above them, scouting the terrain, or rode occasionally upon Linn, though neither Gentry maiden nor murderous horse enjoyed the other’s company.


Their strange entourage had trudged over frosted moors, traversed desolate plains where the wind screamed, climbed craggy tors burnished by fleeting sunlight.


And always the sickly thrum of Eala’s new-forged Treasure dogged Irian—taunting him, goading him. Surely they had left Fia’s sister far behind. But not far enough.


Never far enough.


For the first few days, Irian had barely rested. He did not need much sleep, and what little he had tried to snatch had been plagued by nightmares—so he had stopped trying. Even when they camped and one of the others kept watch, he held Fia. The times he had dared drift off, he awakened to a wolf howling, its fangs in his face; venomous vines climbing his throat; a serpent twining around him with muscular coils. He always managed to fight back his instincts, assiduously kept the Sky-Sword in its scabbard, though it hummed a complaint. Whatever she became, he held her—deer, swan, rock, tree.


Even in the hour before dawn, when Fia transformed into something worse, Irian held her.


This battle he could not fight with weapons; this war he could not win with wrath. He could only pray to gods he had reason to believe were not listening that Fia was still in there. Fighting, as he fought. Raging, as he raged.


To think he had already lost her, without even knowing—that was a weight too heavy to hold.


So he held her.


It had taken Abyss stumbling and nearly falling to his knees beneath Irian and Fia’s joint weight for anyone to challenge this arrangement.


Wayland had watched with worried eyes as Abyss shook his dark mane in frustration. “Any change?”


It had been the same question for three days. The words abraded Irian’s bones and made him clench his teeth, although surely his erstwhile foster brother meant nothing but care by them. “Change, I fear, is the only constant. She has not woken, if that is what you ask.”


“I think only of you. And of her.” Wayland’s indigo eyes had been dismayed. His mouth had worked in the moment before he said, “You have held her too long, Brother. Neither you—nor your mount—will survive to keep holding her, unless you rest. Perhaps you will allow me—”


“No.” The word had punched out of Irian. He had done many wrong things, had made many wrong choices. Since the Longest Night, he had felt as if he had but one purpose—one vow to uphold. He was not invincible. He was not even as strong as he wished. But he was strong enough to do this one thing. Even if it cost him the last of his strength. “I promised her. I cannot let her go.”


“Then she will die,” Balor had boomed at him from a great height. “And we with her. Lord.”


“Irian.” Wayland had kept his tone easy. “Whatever promise she asked of you, surely she did not mean it literally. Fia would never want this for you. In fact, I think she’d be the first to scold you for this madness.”


With distant, winged dread, Irian had silently conceded this point. He had not had time to ask his wife, in those last moments before Talah overtook her, whether her request had been literal. Still, he clung to it. For three days and nights, he had carried Fia without respite. Every transformation a new trial, each changing embrace a new way for him to prove how endlessly he loved her.


Was it truly madness, as Wayland said? Or was it valor?


His love might be endless. But he was not. Nor was his mount.


“But who?” His voice had sounded despicably forlorn. He had looked from Wayland to Sinéad to Balor. Up to Laoise’s form, streaking like a comet through the dim. “Who?”


“No one of us alone can keep the promise you have made her,” Wayland said. “But perhaps all of us together… can help.”


Still Irian had held her. The distant foothills had been darker than bruises upon the horizon.


“Let me.” Sinéad had spoken but a handful of words since she had plunged her ready daggers into Eala’s chest. Now she held out her arms. “Together Fia and I weigh less than you and she. My mount is strong. Ride Linn. Let your stallion rest.”


Irian had hesitated one last moment before bundling Fia in his cloak and nestling her in front of Sinéad. The other girl had sheathed her daggers, then wrapped her arms around Fia’s limp frame. Irian had tensed, every instinct he possessed screaming at him to haul his wife back into his grasp. His time on Emain Ablach had taught him that he could not control everything. Yet if he could not control this, what could he control? If he could not hold her, was he not letting her go? “If she transforms—”


“For days we have all watched you care for Fia alone.” Sinéad’s tone had held exhaustion and dogged determination. “We have all been kept awake by her screams; we have all wept when you wept. This pain does not belong solely to you. Trust us to bear some of it. Please.”


So he had, though he feared it had not lessened the pain to share it. His body had found much needed rest. Abyss had regained the strength of his long, elegant limbs. But every moment Fia did not rest in Irian’s arms was a moment fletched with fear and sharpened with regret. He might not be able to control the world around him. But nor could he bear to be away from Fia for long.


“Ho!” Now Wayland cantered up beside Irian, sympathy and regret passing over his features as he glanced down at Fia clutched once more in Irian’s arms. “Laoise wishes to camp here—where the ground is flat.”


Irian’s eyes sharpened toward their surroundings. Sunset teased a pale blue sky with bloody fingers; night was not far behind. The broad, flat plain before them stretched toward foothills purpling with dusk. Beyond, rocky ridges cast looming shadows. Nothing grew here but ragged brush and pitiful clumps of grass.


With a flare of fear, Irian recognized this place. A premonition of danger ghosted over his skin and whipped his head back the way they had come. His arms tightened around Fia’s motionless form, his fingertips pressing divots into her boiling skin.


Surely Eala could not have followed them all this way.


Then why could he still feel her? The same searing power that had blistered from Eala’s frame when Gavida’s cursed crown touched her golden head rippled toward him across the landscape, raising the hairs on the nape of his neck.


“Laoise.” His voice was harsher than he meant it to be. “Why have you brought us here?”


“What, tánaiste?” Laoise—riding now upon Linn—grinned, showing off her fetching dimples. “Do you not wish at last for a flat place to camp? We are only a day’s ride from Cnoc Féigleann. But we will not reach it tonight.”


“We must not stay here.” Irian wheeled Abyss, even as the Sky-Sword began to hum an eerie, atonal tune at his hip. His breath rose haphazardly in his lungs as danger winnowed through him. “Wayland… Laoise—be on your guard. Balor, make ready to run. Sinéad, make ready to ride. We must cross this plain as fast as we can.”


Balor seemed unflappable as ever, stomping indomitably forward. Sinéad looked up at her name, her expression hopeless and haggard. Only Laoise’s expression betrayed surprise.


“Why, Irian?”


“Because these are the old killing grounds of Mag Tuired,” Irian ground out, even as he kicked Abyss into a lurching canter. “This marks the edge of Tír na nÓg, before the Barrens begin. Here the Tuatha Dé Danann defeated the Fomorians in the battle that would decide their sovereignty. And here every man, woman, and giant is buried where they fell. We have just walked onto an army for Eala to use.”


“Surely she could not have followed us this far?” Wayland’s question echoed Irian’s own concerns.


“We have no idea where she is, nor what she is capable of. Do you wish to risk it?”


Perhaps it was his words that spurred them on; perhaps it was night’s sinister promise scraping blood over the slate sky. The aughiskies stretched their sleek legs into a gallop. Balor broke into a thunderous run, his tree-trunk legs propelling him at a surprising clip.


Irian felt the buzzing thrum of magic upon his skin, tasted the sweet-sour sizzle of petrichor on his tongue, heard the mournful discordance of Eala’s Treasure entwine with his sword’s song.


How?


It did not matter. It only mattered that she was close. Too close.


The first bone-flanged hand burst from the cold, damp earth.


“Ride!” Irian roared. Grotesque shapes birthed themselves in the long, dark shadows cast by the mountains. “If you want to live, ride.”


They rode. Irian tallied the distance to the mountains. In the murky dusk, the plain could have stretched half a league. Or seven.


He only knew it was too far.


Another skeletal arm ringed in ancient armor burst from the hard-packed clay and caught Abyss by the foreleg. A glancing blow—the stallion only stumbled. A larger arm reached for the water horse’s other leg. Abyss danced out of reach. Yet another rose in turn, pushing mounds of pebbled dirt to one side as it latched around the aughisky’s foreleg and wrenched it sideways. Abyss missed a step. The stallion went down.


A precarious tilt, cold winter air streaking sideways. Irian hung weightless above the stallion’s back, Fia’s limp body lolling against his chest.


The water horse struck the dirt sideways, jolting both riders over his withers. Irian ducked his head and curled himself around Fia, but the impact jarred them apart. He hit hard-packed earth with juddering force, his breath bursting from his lungs as he landed painfully on one shoulder. Lines of black and silver striated his vision. Sharp stones tore his mantle and abraded his cheek as he skidded to a halt on the twisting, heaving earth. He forced himself sideways, rolling onto all fours. He reached for Fia. His hands met only air.


No.


Irian staggered to his feet. There—Fia had rolled ten paces beyond him. She lay with arms and legs tangled between matted clumps of weathered grass, her hair a dark corona around her bruised face. Irian’s vision tunneled as he lunged for her, the Sky-Sword already singing free of its scabbard. But the restless earth shifted beneath his feet. Clods of dirt and gobbets of clay rattled his legs as fists of bone punched upward. Skeletal fingers latched around his ankles. He slashed down, his battle metal darkening as sunset kissed rouge along the foothills. The Treasure made easy work of the ancient, brittle bones, but whenever one hand burst into shards, another was rising to take its place.


And another.


Irian lifted his gaze from Fia’s prone form, alarm beating dark wings against the back of his head.


All across the plain, the dead were rising. The earth spat them up and belched them out as if it was glad to be rid of them. These were not fresh corpses; the legendary battle of Mag Tuired had been fought in the time of legends, before humans had banished the Folk from Fódla and before the Treasures had been forged. The earth should have long ago reclaimed them. Instead, the boggy plain had mummified the ancient carcasses, rendering them nightmarish in resurrection.


Sword-hacked arms were strung with frayed ligaments and rotted armor. Caved-in skulls sneered with shattered teeth, stared with hollow, empty eyes. Lumbering Fomorians reared to the height of ten men; legless destriers churned in the muck; long-dead warriors reached for maces and axes and swords.


All of them turned toward him.


No. Not him.


Her.


Fia lay so still Irian feared she had died. As if his unrelenting hold on her had been the only thing keeping her alive, and with his promise broken, her soul had simply fled her body. But the blue-green stone fastened above her breast—her Treasure, the Heart of the Forest—still hummed a harmonic counterpoint to his wailing sword. And below that constant murmur, a still-unfamiliar vibration droned in counterpoint too—like molten metal over wet rock, or hot blood kissing iron bones.


The unwelcome melody of the entity to whom Fia had accidentally bound herself on the Longest Night. The deity the islanders of Emain Ablach had called the Year… the Bright One who had named herself Talah.


A circle of space formed between Fia and the rumbling horde of the risen dead. The ancient warriors slammed against a barrier they did not seem able to cross. It occurred to Irian that Talah’s terrible power—though he hated what it had taken from Fia—might be the only force keeping the sliding, slithering hiss of Eala’s Treasure at bay. 


Talah, like the Heart of the Forest, was not eager to let her host die.


Fia’s life was threatened by two unknowable Solasóirí of near- limitless power. So, too, was her life protected.


The sight of the restless dead’s mindless shambling galvanized Irian. He hacked with renewed vigor at the arms clutching at his legs, scattering petrified bones and long-desiccated flesh to crunch beneath his boots. He thrust through the ungainly horde, reaching for Fia—


“Down!” The word shattered his eardrum.


He did not turn in time to identify the tall, heavy figure barreling toward him. Only felt the impact as someone tackled him around the chest and bore him bodily to the ground.










Chapter Three



Irian


Irian’s already jarred shoulder struck packed dirt a moment before his skull cracked down. He instinctively struggled beneath his attacker’s weight, jerking his arms as he fought to free his sword.


“Gods alive, man!” Wayland’s voice, ragged with alarm, carved through Irian’s aggression like a serrated knife. “Stay down.”


A surge of flame blasted mere inches from where both men grappled. Blistering heat raked Irian’s face; he heaved himself away, and Wayland rolled with him, putting as much distance as possible between themselves and the blaze carving a path through the army of Eala’s dead. The conflagration ignited ossified corpses and liquefied time-pitted metal. Irian elbowed Wayland away from him and glanced up.


The red-gold silhouette of Laoise’s anam cló was an ardent pennant against the flaming dusk. Sunset kindled scarlet along her sleek scales and silhouetted her wings in ocher and plum. Her sinuous neck curved, molten fury burning from the depths of her gorge to incinerate the wall of shambling skeletons threatening Fia’s prone figure. Grudging awe rose in Irian.


From the moment Irian had intuited Laoise’s true nature, he had guessed she was formidable. She had proved herself indomitable.


“Up.” Wayland’s hands propelled Irian to standing. The wall of fire guttered as Laoise moved onward, leaving a trail of smoking skeletons and flaking ash in her wake. Beyond, Fia sprawled, insensate to the chaos. “Laoise is buying us time. Let us not waste it.”


Irian kicked through cinders to scoop his wife into his arms. She was whole and breathing, albeit slightly scorched—the right side of her body blackened with ash and a few of her long tresses singed away to nothing. The scent of hot skin and burnt hair withered Irian’s nostrils. He fought automatic fury, even as he sheathed his still-humming sword and cradled Fia’s head against his shoulder.


“Laoise couldn’t have given her a wider berth?” he growled at Wayland. “At this rate, my wife will be bald.”


“Scold Laoise later.” Wayland’s glance was barbed with agitation. “Much as it pains me, we must now heed your advice. Run.”


The other man set a brisk pace, following the path of Laoise’s incendiary carnage. Half-burnt bones caught at Irian’s boots; red embers flared up to die on his clothes. Black smoke scrawled over the darkening sky and seared his eyes. It was slow going. And beyond the blackened path, the dead shambled, drawing ever closer.


Irian set his jaw, nestled Fia closer, and drove forward.


At last Wayland burst through the wall of smoke, Irian a half step behind. Beyond, figures writhed. He tensed. But they coalesced into a handful of wheeling aughiskies, Abyss among them—limping but alive. A tall, lithe girl wielding twin daggers. A vast Fomorian blotting out the burn of new stars against the charcoal of dusk.


Irian strode toward Abyss, but Linn moved brusquely in front of him, sliding her slender head beneath Fia’s mass of scorched hair and snapping her shark’s teeth at him. The picture she burned into his mind was unmistakable: Abyss faltering once more beneath Irian and Fia’s joined weight, before being parceled up and dined upon by the ravening dead.


“But I swore—” The promise Irian had made Fia felt as ancient as this battlefield in his mind, as scorched and desiccated as the corpses marching mindlessly toward their point of dwindling escape. He had relinquished her before. Why did it never get any easier?


Linn shoved her muzzle into his solar plexus.


He took the hint. Lifted Fia in front of Sinéad, who anchored the other woman’s frame with her cloak. Grasped Linn’s black-oil mane, levered himself onto her back. A conflagration of red flame exploded behind the group, startling them all into a gallop.


They rode for the hills.
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Night swallowed them in its toothless mouth. Eventually, Laoise’s anam cló swooped in a glittering arc to collapse upon the dirt. She staggered upward in her Gentry form, her limbs trembling and her face gaunt, as if she had aged a century in the span of hours.


Irian had spent a great deal of time in his anam cló, both warped by wild magic and not. Even the simplest shapeshifting took its toll. He could not fathom what it must have cost Laoise to fight off the undead horde, to summon those incredible swaths of fire from her deepest self.


He dismounted. Supported Laoise by her scalding forearms. Interrupted her before she could protest.


“I will walk,” he said. “You will rest.”


Not even Linn protested the arrangement. Laoise mounted with difficulty, then laid herself over the water horse’s withers, twined fingers in her mane, and promptly fell unconscious.


They struggled upward over uneven shale and jagged foothills. At last, the moon rose, bright enough to ease their path.


As it laddered above them, Fia began to change.


She transformed without warning into a wildcat. Pale skin sprouted dense layers of striped fur; vicious claws sharpened on batting paws; her face exploded into a hissing whiskered maw studded with sharp white teeth. Sinéad cried out—Irian thought she must have begun to doze. She struggled to hold on as claws caught her across the temple, raising livid lines of red upon her skin.


Irian lunged for the women. Balor beat him to it, neatly scooping the yowling, scratching creature Fia had become into his massive fist.


“I can take her,” Irian growled, relief and worry pounding through him. “Please. Let me have my wife.”


“She is perfectly well, lord,” rumbled the giant cheerfully as the wildcat continued to strain and shriek in his implacable grasp. “Besides, I love cats.”


They trundled onward. When the moon passed its zenith, Irian sent a flurry of zephyrs scouting back the way they had come. They teased over rocky outcroppings, slivered between troughs of still-smoldering flame, brushed over the desiccated notches of scorched spines and blackened bones. Nothing moved—not for three leagues in any direction.


For the first time in nearly a month, the blistering thrum of Eala’s magic felt faded. Far away.


“We have not been followed,” Irian announced. “Balor—my wife, if you will. It is time we made camp.”


He wished he had said it out of concern for them. He had not.


The secret Irian had kept for the better part of the last month blustered through him, suffusing him with dread.


It had happened not on the first night after the Longest Night, nor even on the second, but on the third night, when they camped cold beneath snow-draped trees that cracked and fell beneath the weight of ice. In the hour before dawn, after transforming without respite from hawk to hound to serpent, Fia went deathly still in Irian’s arms. Irian’s gaze rode the horizon, where faint pink streaked a leaden sky. Worry tangled with relief in the exhausted arsenal of his muscles; briefly, he relaxed.


Fingers too hot for the frigid night trailed up his chest to tangle in his hair. A mouth that moments ago had been fanged glided along the column of his throat to breathe sultry against the shell of his ear. Legs smooth as silk slung around his waist.


Hope pummeled him. Gods alive, but he had known not even a Bright One was a match for Fia’s strength. “Mo chroí?”


She arched above him, her hips surging over his. His response was reflexive—his body hardening as his hands braced at the divot of her waist, barely sparing a thought for their compatriots slumbering nearby. Reflected moonlight glazed her curves and sharpened her features as Fia leaned down to kiss him. Her fingernails dragged at the ties of his shirt as her mouth met his, lips eagerly parting.


The wrongness of her taste assailed Irian. She savored not of sun-warmed stone or cool moss, but of bog tar. Scorched metal. Flesh heated to searing.


His eyes slashed open. His horror caught at her shoulders. His dismay pushed her back, even as she ground on him.


“Fia?”


This time, when metal sparked in her eyes, he knew it was no trick of the moonlight. Her irises were silver threaded through with gold; the pupils, black as an untold future. They were ancient, unknowable. Fearsome. And they burned.


With greed. With hatred. With desire.


This was no longer Irian’s wife looking back at him. It was something else. And it longed to be free.


Every night, in the hour before dawn, Irian no longer fought with Fia. He fought with himself, and his own treacherous desires. He fought to hold at arm’s length the form of the woman he wished never to let go… even as the entity inside her taunted him with her mastery.


That was when he felt his strength begin to crack. His endurance begin to ebb. His hope begin to hollow.


He had promised never to let Fia go. But if she was already gone… then so was he.


Without Fia, there was nothing left of Irian.


At least, nothing good.
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Morning blushed behind jagged black peaks striped in lavender and rose. These were not the flowering crags of Ildathach, nor the basalt bastions of Mag Mell—not even the pale silver cliffs of Emain Ablach. They had passed beyond the bounds of Tír na nÓg into the unknown lands Irian had only ever heard called the Barrens. A hard, uncivilized region not even the Fair Folk had wanted to claim.


It occurred to Irian with a burst of irony that in all his years of searching for heirs, the reason he had never found Laoise was simply because she had hidden herself beyond where he desired to look.


Dim rocks came alive with color beneath the rising sun. Veins of sapphire streaked between layers of garnet; seams of emerald reached between geodes bristling with sparkling quartz. A thrill of magic bronzed Irian’s veins.


A night’s sleep had revived Laoise—dimples quirked in her pert cheeks, and her hair flamed red as the dawn. She grinned infectiously.


“You feel it, don’t you?”


“I was always told these lands were naught but desert and despair,” Irian growled. The night had been less kind to him than to the Gentry maiden. He curled Fia close so he would not have to regret all the times he had been forced to push her away. “Why would the Fair Folk have steered clear of all this magic if it was free for the taking?”


“Because you can’t.” Laoise’s smile grew. “Take it, that is.”


Irian did not enjoy saying I do not understand. So he said nothing.


“Don’t fret, tánaiste,” Laoise said blithely. “You’ll see.”


Irian tamped down a brisk surge of resentment before forcing his steps onward. It did not matter where they went, what they saw, or how they lived. It only mattered that they survived.


That she survived.










Chapter Four



Wayland


Wayland did not enjoy solitude.


He could not remember a time when he had enjoyed being alone. He usually blamed his mother for this indecent character flaw. But then, he had discovered over the past two and a half decades that absent mothers could be blamed for just about anything. It was harder to blame megalomaniacal, narcissistic fathers who defied consequences. Hardest still to blame your deepest, most imperfect, least changeable self. Not that Wayland hadn’t done that too.


Still, in those rare, miserable times when he accidentally found himself engaging in introspection, Wayland wore her silhouette through his loneliness. As though when beautiful, kind, sad Úna had plucked her heavy oiled pelt from his arms, wordlessly turned her back on him, and dived soundlessly into the glittering ocean, she had left her shadow behind. A mother-shaped lacuna gouged in the fabric of his soul.


Over the years Wayland had found he had a great love for filling holes. (Not only in the most perverse sense, although he enjoyed that too.) When Irian had first arrived on Emain Ablach so long ago—a broken-winged bird—Wayland had shoved him bodily into that mother-shaped gap. Irian had nearly fit; mother and brother sounded almost alike, after all. In some ways, a brother was even better than a mother—mothers made rules and set bedtimes and forced you to eat your vegetables. A brother dared you to climb salt-rimed cliffs and steal tasty honey-wren eggs, even if it meant a broken wrist and a lashing from your father. A brother made you laugh until you pissed yourself. A brother kept your secrets and trusted you to keep his. A brother never left you alone, no matter if he was smearing frog spawn in your underwear or mercilessly dunking you in the lagoon.


Until he did. Wayland tried not to blame Irian for leaving—unlike Wayland’s mother, Irian had no choice in the matter. But Irian’s exile had cut something sharper and darker into the gulf yawning inside Wayland, etching a kind of understanding into the emptiness. Wayland began to name the cavernous shape living inside him loneliness. It whispered to him, things like Anyone you ever love will leave. And Not that they ever loved you in the first place.


Wayland found new ways to fill the hole. Bodies were almost always best—sex the finest facsimile of true connection, without any of the risks. He could lose himself in warm flesh and beating hearts and searing touches and snatched kisses and emerge on the other side unscathed. No new holes gouged in his heart, no new rifts carved from his tenderest spaces. When bodies didn’t work, there was wine. Or tincture of drualas, sliding bitter beneath his tongue until he was lost in incandescent hallucinations.


Anything to blunt the sharper corners of his loneliness. Anything to drown out the slithering whispers. Anything to light the edges of the shadow waiting to drag him down.


It always caught him, eventually. Just before dawn, when the sex and wine and drugs wore off. When he bolted upright in bed with sweat slicking his arms and darkness collecting in his ragged lungs, grappling with the unrelenting fear that it would always be like this.


He would always be alone.


For weeks now, there’d been no bodies. No liquor. No tinctures. For the first time in over a decade, Wayland wasn’t alone. Somehow, that only made the hole yawn wider—a premonition of returned loneliness. The curse of having had something, only to have lost it.


Now, the day after Eala’s undead army attacked them at Mag Tuired, Wayland’s eyes slid helplessly over their small entourage clambering through a dawn scaled pink as a salmon’s belly. The aughiskies, who—despite their reputation for vicious independence—had thrown in their lot with a bunch of reckless bipeds. Balor, the good-humored Fomorian who weathered whatever trials they faced with equanimity. Sinéad, the human girl who had suffered unimaginable loss yet thrown herself into adversity with little care for her mortal frailty. Laoise, the exiled tánaiste of the lost Sept of Scales, with her mythic anam cló. Irian, brother of Wayland’s heart, yet again holding Fia, the wife of his own.


They were betrayed and beleaguered, exiled and exhausted. No one was having a good time. They might all die here, skewered between Eala’s restless dead and Laoise’s merciless mountains.


It was the happiest Wayland had been in thirteen years, at least.


He glanced again toward Irian and Fia, his gaze lingering on her longer than was proper.


After the Feis of the Nameless Day, Wayland had thought of the woman he’d known only as Thorn Girl more than he’d ever admit out loud. He still could not say what had prompted him to step in on her behalf with the barda who’d threatened her—he was not in the habit of intruding on Gentry business outside Emain Ablach. He could say even less why he’d placed the geas on her. Something about the angle of her chin, the specific shade of her hair, the color of her strange green blood. Or perhaps it had been something more ephemeral—a significance he could not name. The way her name sat upon his tongue before he ever spoke it. The shape of her mouth, like a promise yet to be kept. He had not given it too much thought—the patterns written in the stars had been his lullabies, his playmates, his bedfellows.


After, he had thought of her an obsessive, unseemly amount. The way her unruly hair had curled around the edge of her mask. The way she’d pooched out her lips, advancing on him like she was marching into battle, so determined to end their connection before it had even begun. The way she’d called Then I will simply avoid you! to the terms of their geas, as if the magic of Tír na nÓg could be so easily sidestepped.


And when, a year and a day later, he’d finally met her again… well. She was significant.


The patterns in the stars were fixed. They also, apparently, had a cruel sense of humor.


Fia was—then and now—profoundly out of his reach.


Sometimes Wayland replayed their solitary, forbidden kiss against the backs of his eyelids in the moments before he surrendered to sleep. Like a devotion, a sacrilege. The rumpled blankets and tangled limbs. Fia’s legs, latched around his waist. Her mass of dark hair spilling damp over his cheek, smelling of cold water and crusted salt and Talah’s acrid magic. Her lips, pillow soft and pliant. The way she had gasped against his mouth as the magic of their bargain concluded, her breath tasting like moss and hope and longing—


Wayland’s hands tightened on his aughisky’s mane. It had been his own longing he had tasted that night—Fia had made that much abundantly clear. She was not his to long for. Never had been, and never would be.


He forced himself to catalog the way Irian’s arms cradled Fia’s lolling body, the way her sable hair spilled over his calloused fingers. The way Irian’s lips moved in silent, constant supplication to absent gods, as if he might persuade the power invading Fia’s form to relinquish her through sheer persistence.


Fia had chosen Irian. Of course she had. Irian was steadfast, serious, solid. Dangerous, devoted beyond reason. Protective, respectful. He had offered Fia his love, his very life.


Gods living and dead knew Wayland was none of those things. He was a lush, a libertine. He was lost, incomplete. He had nothing much to offer. Not to Fia. Not to anyone.


The past was proof—Wayland was not the kind of man anyone chose.


“Ho!” He nudged his aughisky, Dubhán. The cobalt yearling gamely trotted toward Irian’s stallion, whose limp had returned. The other man barely acknowledged his presence, although Wayland knew he must have heard his approach. “Let me take a turn, Brother. Your mount could use a rest. As could you.”


Irian’s hands tightened around Fia’s shoulders. Wayland knew it was no coincidence that once Irian finally relinquished his mad resolve to quite literally carry her to the ends of the earth, Wayland had held her the least. He also knew it was his fault. He had been too forward with his flirtations. He had shoved the kiss he and Fia had been bound by too cheerfully in Irian’s face. Still, threads of guilt woven with resentment twined through Wayland, embroidering the edges of the hole carved around his heart.


His foster brother should have forgiven him by now.


“I have her,” Irian said, his voice low.


Yes, he did.


“Then tell me how else I can help,” Wayland said. “Surely there is something I can do—”


“Unless you know some novel way to wrangle information from Laoise,” Irian said, “then I am not sure what good you are.”


Maybe the burr of frustration rasping along Irian’s voice wasn’t intended for Wayland. They’d endured weeks of hard travel interspersed with altercations with the restless dead. All while Fia transformed with the terrible, unknowable magic coursing through her, and Laoise refused to tell them where they were going. But Irian’s words felt barbed, rather than careless.


“I wonder whether anyone’s tried kissing it out of her.” Wayland forced his tone light. “Historically I’m at my most persuasive when I’m not saying anything at all.”


Irian’s mouth twitched. His day-blue eyes finally landed squarely on Wayland. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but I do not think you are Laoise’s type.”


“Nonsense.” Wayland smirked. “I’m everyone’s type.”


He signaled to Dubhán, and the aughisky cantered up the trail to fall in between Laoise and Sinéad, riding through the humming ravine. Laoise looked tired—dark circles standing out beneath her fiery eyes, worried creases bracketing her full lips. Sinéad looked far worse—her dirty hair limp and dull, her spine curved with exhaustion. The journey had been exacting for all of them; Sinéad, the only human among them, must be near her breaking point.


“I have a proposition for you, Laoise.” Despite Wayland’s jests to Irian, Wayland had neither the intention nor the desire to kiss Laoise. The Gentry maiden was striking, with her flame-red hair, warm brown skin, and exquisitely curved figure. But there was no spark in their interactions, no heated undercurrent to their conversations. He owed her his life, after she saved him in the catastrophic moments before Emain Ablach plunged into the ocean. But he imagined kissing her would be like kissing a sister. “Tell us where we’re going.”


“And?” Laoise said after a beat. “Usually there is a second part to a proposition. If this, then that.”


“I hadn’t gotten that far,” Wayland replied breezily. “Perhaps we could call it a favor and decide on the payment later? I think we’d all benefit from a little information. A little direction. I’m beginning to think we might die of exhaustion out here. As pretty as these magical rocks may be, I’m not particularly eager to become one.”


Laoise’s jaw set. “I have reasons for keeping our destination private.”


“Pray, then—share the reasons. If not the destination.”


“Because—” A cold breeze whipped from the jewel-smeared bluffs and mussed Laoise’s flaming curls. Her ember eyes skimmed the rocky crests hunched like the crooked spines of giants. Wariness, recognition, and then delight tangled over her expression. She pointed at the horizon. “They’re all the family I have left.”


With his eyes, Wayland followed her finger to where a wildfire glow spilled over the ridge. An answering rill of fear swept his veins. Long years of combat training—though rarely employed—automatically dropped his right hand to his hip. But his weapons were lost with Emain Ablach—down to the ceremonial claíomh he had used in the final battle between the Oak King and the Holly King. Wayland had left it where he’d sheathed it on the Longest Night.


Deep between his father’s ribs.


He fisted his hands in Dubhán’s mane. The yearling wheeled, thrashing his head as Wayland’s growing alarm spilled into him. They weren’t alone. Balor planted his huge feet and shielded his eyes as he stared at the mountain. Sinéad propped herself over her aughisky’s neck, her mouth parting with fear and awe. Irian cursed, inventively; the Sky-Sword sang out a trilling note as he slung it from its scabbard.


Only Laoise was unbothered by the intensity of the red light blooming above the mountains. She began to smile, a toothy expression of sheer glee.


“Easy, tánaiste,” she called over her shoulder to Irian. “If you wave that thing around too much, one of them might take a shine to it. And steal it from you.”


Them? Confusion surged through Wayland as the glow resolved into… shapes. Startlingly bright blobs of red-gold hurtling toward their group at a speed he could not fathom. Almost as if they had—


Wings.


A blinding shaft of sunlight blazed above the eastern ridge and illuminated translucent webbed wings and coruscant red scales. Wayland counted six—no, seven shapes, although they were not all the same size. Long, sinuous necks; serrated tails spiked with stacked laminae; flexible plates frilling serpentine heads lined with rows of teeth.


Wayland’s jaw dropped. They were dragain.


“Oof!” The first and largest of the flying serpents barreled into Laoise, pummeling her horizontally off Linn’s narrow back. She transformed into her anam cló at the instant of impact, clashing with a creature nearly as large as she was. Renewed dread burned through Wayland in the moment before he realized—they weren’t fighting. They were playing.


Luminous scales chimed against one another. The pair gleefully tussled, grappling with clawed talons as they beat wide membranous wings. A few moments later, the other creatures joined the fracas. Smaller than the first serpent, they clung to Laoise’s frilled mane and hung from her plated tail, gnawing at her limbs in playful exuberance. Beneath Wayland, Dubhán wheeled again, understandably unnerved by the wrestling mass of scales and wings.


Wayland would have been able to keep his seat had it not been for the last of the creatures hurtling directly into his chest and knocking him bodily off his yearling. His spine impacted the dirt-strewn rock. His breath gusted from his lungs; he gasped as his vision fuzzed black and white. When he blinked away the blurriness, it was to stare directly into the inquisitive features of a dragan the size of a large cat, perched directly on his chest. It inspected him with glittering red eyes before unexpectedly licking him from collarbone to chin. Its tongue was lightly barbed, rasping like sand against his skin.


“Oy!” he cried, attempting to shove it off. This only entertained the beastling, who latched talons deeper into the leather of his jerkin, barked a shower of red-gold sparks from its snout, and painlessly mouthed his wrists with gleaming, needle-sharp teeth. “Laoise! A little help, please?”


“Nidhoggur! Bad!” Laoise had shifted back into her Gentry form—her voice collided with the little dragan, who made its ruby eyes huge and pleading as it placed a clawed paw directly over Wayland’s mouth, as if to say shh. Wayland swore he heard Irian choke on a laugh. Laoise hoisted the now-wailing creature off Wayland’s sternum and settled it easily on her shoulder. It gave a disgruntled hiss before nestling around her neck and threading its claws through her curls. “Sorry. Hog’s never met a stranger before. But I think she likes you.”


Wayland sat up, rubbing his chest where the tiny dragan had burned a hole in his tunic. “What…are they? What is… she?”


“She’s draig goch,” Laoise didn’t so much explain as cough, in Wayland’s opinion. “A red draig. They all are.”


“They’re awfully small… draigs.” Sinéad spoke aloud what they must have all been thinking.


“They’re babies,” Laoise said, giving Hog’s tail an affectionate tug. The biggest draig took offense at this, baring its teeth and snorting twin flames from its flared nostrils. “Except you, Blodwen. You’re more of an adolescent.”


“Consider me impressed, Laoise.” Irian looked like he was trying to stifle laughter. “Dare we ask how you came to be mother of a hefty brood of juvenile draigs?”


“It’s a long story, and a long hike to the Cnoc. Shall I tell it as we go?”


Wayland remounted a still-leery Dubhán, turning him to follow the rest of the group. Nidhoggur detached from Laoise’s shoulder, taking flight on stumpy wings that seemed too small for her rotund body. She wobbled boisterously through the air to collide once more with Wayland’s chest. This time, he was prepared—he had no intention of being knocked from his mount a second time. He tried to fend off the tiny draig, but the creature just happily curled herself around his waist, latching sharp talons through his belt loops and tucking her head beneath the hem of his shirt. Within seconds, Hog was loudly snoring, her plump red body ringing him with heat.


When Wayland was sure no one was looking, he dared stroking a finger along the scaled fiend’s ridged spine. Her glass-smooth scutes radiated dry heat. She began to purr, her throat thrumming against the skin of his abdomen.


Wayland hid a smile.










Chapter Five



Laoise


Laoise of the Sept of Scales was born a princess, became a pariah, matured into a warrior, and attained motherhood by neither merit nor fault.


The first draig egg—Blodwen’s egg—had belonged to Laoise’s own mother. Ceridwen had not been born in Tír na nÓg—she had been raised beyond the Barrens, in the place her people, the Ellyllon, called Annwyn. The egg-shaped ruby had been part of Ceridwen’s dowry when she married into the Sept of Scales—an heirloom of her family since the age of legends. If anyone had known it was more than a priceless jewel, they had not told Laoise. But after the tragedy of her thirteenth birthday, no one in her family had bothered to tell Laoise much of anything. Except, in the end, that they were exiling her to Dún Scaith, Lady Scáthach’s Fortress of Shadows, where she would not be able to harm anyone else they—or she—cared about. Her banishment felt like a curse. It became a blessing.


Laoise wished she could say her mother had given her the jewel as a parting gift or a token of her love or a pledge of her forgiveness. But she had not.


Laoise found the ruby in the smoldering ruins of her family’s apartments in Findias. She had returned too late to save her parents from the Gentry dissidents who would soon name themselves bardaí. Blighted wild magic billowed and surged over the black parapets the Sept of Scales had, until very recently, lorded over. Laoise’s father sprawled naked in bed, his slashed throat spilling copper blood over ivory bedsheets. Ceridwen had put up more of a fight. Long charcoal scratches smoked from where her fingernails had rent the drapes; starburst scorch marks blazed from the walls; the blackened husks of her would-be assassins slumped against doorjambs. Ceridwen’s own leaf-shaped dagger—damasked with sinuous forms in red and gold—sprouted from her throat. Her powerful, beautiful form lay splayed in the center of the room, surrounded by splashes of red hair and redder blood.


With a burst of horrified realization, Laoise knew the placement was no accident.


She lunged for her mother’s body, weeping as she rolled the limp, heavy frame from where it had fallen. She did not weep in sorrow, for she had grieved her mother long ago. She wept with desperate hope.


The concealed latch clicked. The blood-soaked flagstones parted like a serpent’s hinged jaw. Laoise remembered hiding in the secret compartment as a child, giggling quietly with Elen as their father growled in mock frustration. Now it held her last hope.


Her little brother, Idris, whom she had not seen in seven years, blinked at her from the crevasse. Tears streaked his small face; red light puckered along the old scar. By some miracle their mother’s dying gambit had been successful. The bardaí had not bothered to look harder than they wanted to. They had not noticed the secret trapdoor hidden beneath her body. They had not known what it concealed.


Idris was traumatized and dehydrated. But he was otherwise gloriously, wonderfully, impossibly alive.


Hours later—after Laoise had bundled Idris out of the city and flown like hell toward the Barrens—she’d noticed the ruby he clutched to his chest. A ruby the size of her fist. Their mother’s ruby. And for the first time in Laoise’s memory… it was glowing.


Neither of them had thought much of it for a long time. The business of grief, reconciliation, and healing was slow and all-consuming. Cnoc Féigleann—meaning roughly sentinel mountain—had not yet earned its name; it was nothing more than a cave system Laoise had discovered a year or two before when she had nowhere else to go. It seemed as good a place as any to hide from the bardaí, to gather the slivers of all they had lost.


In fact, Laoise came to despise the sight of the ruby. Not because the faintly glowing jewel was the only thing left of their parents, their home, or their legacy. But because it was the only thing her brother would touch, look at, or speak to. When nightmares of bloodshed or conflagration roused Idris, making him scream in the night, the ruby was what he reached for. When Laoise became so frustrated by his distance and silence that she shouted at him, Idris curled bodily around the stone as if he cared more about protecting it than himself. When a hard, dark winter rimed frost through the multicolored caverns and snuffed their meager fires, the ruby was where Idris sought warmth.


Then, in the middle of a chilly spring night, the ruby began to crack.


When a panicked Idris thrust the ruby at Laoise and she saw it was fissured through with expanding veins of jet black and vermilion, a premonition of momentousness thrummed over her skin.


At dawn, when a daffodil sun sprouted above endless jeweled ridges, the ruby gave a resounding crack. It splintered like an eggshell, yielding to an insistent pressure from within. A tiny claw crept from the jagged stone, followed by another. The draigling struggled from the confines of its embryonic prison, until—with a final, triumphant burst—it emerged. Radiantly red and shockingly iridescent, the tiny creature unfurled its delicate patagia in a luxuriant stretch. Its eyes glowed like the sunrise. With a tentative wriggle of its sinuous neck, it coughed a shower of sparks. Then let loose an ear-shattering scream of horrific intensity, startling both Laoise and Idris into clapping their hands over their ears.


Idris scuttled away and buried himself beneath his furs and his self-pity, his interest transformed to fear. On some level, Laoise understood the reaction. Six months ago, her brother had lost his family—everything and everyone he had ever known—in one scarring act of violence. Now he had lost the last thing he had left of his heritage through a wholly unexpected transformation. The ruby had been his. Whatever had hatched from it… wasn’t.


Idris had incubated the egg. Laoise would have to figure out how to raise the draig.


Any awe Laoise experienced upon inheriting a mythic creature from the legends of her ancestors swiftly evaporated. From the moment the draigling hatched, it wouldn’t stop shrieking. Barely the length of Laoise’s palm and far narrower, the winged serpent made such a racket that Laoise swore it would bring the caverns down around them. Day or night, gleeful or perturbed—the little thing, adorable and astonishing as it was, never shut up. Whatever concern Laoise harbored for her truculent brother disappeared on the fourth day, after she’d clocked a cumulative three hours of sleep over two consecutive nights. Her focus narrowed, razor sharp, on keeping the draig alive.


She was not going to let a hatchling born of legend die.


She scoured her memories for the stories her mother had told her growing up. A few had featured Y Ddraig Goch—the Red Dragan. There had been a castle and warring kings and a deadly battle. But the stories had never said where the draig had hatched… how it had been raised… what it had eaten.


What did a tiny, noisy, impossible draigling fucking eat? Laoise tried to feed it their food—small scraps of the dwindling stores she’d brought with her last autumn from Dún Scaith. But it only mouthed at the dried fruit with utter disdain… licked briefly at the salted meat before caterwauling anew. She held it; it cried. She put it down; it wailed harder. She shifted into her anam cló, but the tiny beast tried to crawl inside her massive smoking mouth, and she was afraid. Afraid she would hurt it—afraid the scalding cauldron of her grief and restlessness and hunger would swallow both of them whole. She warmed it upon her chest until they both fell asleep, and awoke in panic to find she’d rolled over in her sleep, nearly crushing the little creature beneath the weight of her body.


By the end of the first week, Laoise was at her wits’ end. The draigling had neither grown nor shrunk, only screamed harder. In a fit of irrational desperation, she bared her nipple to its mouth. It stared curiously, licked scorchingly at the mauve areola. Then bit with growing irritation into the smooth, tender flesh of her breast. Its teeth were needle sharp. Laoise cried out, barely suppressing the instinct to bat the dragan away as it began to lap ravenously at the blood pooling like rubies along the swell of her breast. Distaste rose in her. But as the metal tang of her own blood struck her nostrils, so too did an inexplicable intuition.


The stone of the draigling’s egg, which had looked like nothing so much as a ruby. The metallic sheen of its tiny, delicate scales. The way it licked the sweat from her throat, slurped the blood from her breast. The way it had hatched here, in the Barrens, of all places.


This creature was nothing like her—not warm flesh or tender skin. Why should it require the same sustenance? She did not think it drank only blood—that seemed an unsustainable arrangement for a creature destined to grow to a massive size. She thought it must have more to do with what was in her blood.


Laoise strapped her armor on for the first time in months, slid her dozen knives into their cunning sheaths. Nestled the cooing draigling—satiated, on her blood, for the first time since its hatching—on her shoulder. Explained to Idris where she was going, only to have him turn his face to the wall.


She lit a torch, then descended into the caverns. Deep—deeper than she had yet dared go. Multicolored minerals striped the uneven walls. Stalactites dripped endlessly. The infinite weight of the mountain bore down. Laoise wasn’t sure what she was searching for. But when her torchlight began to gyrate over massive glowing crystals jutting from the walls and ceilings, she guessed. When the draigling shrieked with joy, propelled itself off her shoulder, and began to gnaw and suckle at the nearest geode, she knew.


This was where they belonged. All of them—their strange little family.


Whether they liked it or not.
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Idris named the draigling Blodwen the next winter. Laoise thought it an odd name—in their mother’s tongue, it meant white flower. The draig—grown now to the size of a rotund wildcat—was neither white nor particularly reminiscent of a flower. Her iridescent scales were the color of sunset, shifting from scarlet to rose-gold to crimson with her moods. Her claws and teeth had lengthened, lending her an air of adorable danger. Possibly to herself. She wobbled erratically through the caverns on slowly lengthening wings, claws outstretched to slow her careening passage on nearby stalactites.


Laoise supposed the name must be a private joke. She was glad Idris had chosen one, even if she did not understand it. Or him.


Idris, too, had grown—his frame lengthening, lanky without quite enough food to sustain him. His hair—the same red as hers, although straight instead of curly—swept in a shock over his forehead, hiding his scar as well as the rest of his face. His moods shifted, fretful as the weather above their mountainous home. One moment he would be laughing and loose-limbed; the next he would curl in on himself, tense and tight-lipped; then he would be shouting, railing at Laoise or kicking out at Blodwen. The draig inevitably took this better than Laoise did, spitting a shower of red sparks before tackling the young man into the shadows and wrestling with him until his mood miraculously shifted back to laughter.


Laoise shook her head. She could not remember being so temperamental, so sullen, even as an adolescent. She supposed her volatility had taken a different form.


A more dangerous one.


Visions of scarlet flames licked the backs of her eyelids, mingling with screams she would never forget. Not as long as she lived.


She vowed to be kinder with Idris, more patient with his moods. After all, he was all she had left.


Him… and Blodwen.
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They found the cache of blood-red draig eggs the following year.


The caverns extended deep below their mountain—which Idris had taken to calling the Cnoc. Far deeper than Laoise had guessed. Blodwen, now the size of a large dog and beginning to grow lean and muscular, had developed a terrifying habit of scuttling away into the dark, chilly vaults for hours at a time, only to return with a burst of incandescent flame and mischief in her eyes. Laoise did not like her exploring so far without supervision. Intrusive visions plagued her—of Blodwen getting lost, or trapped by a cave-in, or devoured by ancient forgotten monsters. But no matter how she scolded, Blodwen never listened.


One day, when Blodwen returned from her explorations, she brought something with her.


Laoise and Idris were busy in the area of the mountain Idris sardonically called the Farm. After a great deal of trial and error, they’d discovered they were able to grow crops beneath the wan but magical light of the minerals thronging the Cnoc. Not many, mind—mushrooms and tubers and a kind of sweet-sour berry that clustered over stones like barnacles. But enough to keep them alive. Laoise was bent over one of the plots when Blodwen unexpectedly curled around Laoise’s legs.


“Blodwen. What is it?”


The draig craned her sinuous neck, opened her mouth, and gently dropped something onto the floor. Then looked at Laoise with eager, flaming eyes.


“Egg!” said Blodwen. And then, with a slight lisp: “Sister?”


Laoise and Idris both gaped at the draig, who they had not known could speak, before staring at the stone nestled between her claws. It was the exact size and shape as their mother’s ruby. Laoise looked warily at Idris; her brother made a noise in his throat before slowly scooping the egg from between Blodwen’s talons. He inspected it, tenderly, then cupped it to his chest.


“Where did you find this?” he asked the draig. “Show us.”


They followed Blodwen into the dark. The route was twisting, circuitous—several times, downright dangerous. Laoise feared the young draig had forgotten the way and was leading them into a labyrinth they would never escape from. Anxiety reared fierce inside her, tightening her ribs. She should never have let Blodwen explore; she should never have let Idris come with her; she should never—


A great rush of air smelling impossibly of outside gusted into Laoise’s cramped lungs and teased the curls from her forehead. Light exploded—red as dawn and brighter than wildfire, though Laoise knew it was night. Stars glinted far, far above—little more than a hint of silver against black.


This was a sinkhole, punched deep into the mountain. And as Laoise’s eyes adjusted to the light flaring from its center, she saw it was not empty.


Arranged in a loose ring at the heart of the sinkhole were trees, though Laoise had never before seen any tree that looked like these. Swooping trunks of gold and vermilion and red, like tongues of draig flame made crystalline. Crimson leaves crackled, flaming from dazzling branches to shatter sparks on the rocks below.


Blodwen squeaked and gamboled forward, gleefully winding her sinuous body around the nearest tree. Laoise opened her mouth to warn her away, even as the unearthly light from the tree seemed to bleed into Blodwen’s frame, suffusing her already gleaming scales. Idris followed Blodwen toward the grove, his face slack with awe.


Laoise trailed them. Warmth and wonder and the undeniable thrill of magic painted her bones as she approached the trees, seven in all. This close, molten fire seemed to course below the crystalline bark, veins of light tangling toward leaves bright as comets. Tentatively—almost fearfully—Laoise laid her palm upon the nearest tree. Visions blazed through her, ephemeral as a spark but hot as a bonfire. Red-gold scales crept along her arms; she tasted brimstone and sulfur in the back of her throat.


“Egg!” cried Blodwen, her excitement snatching Laoise’s hand from the tree. “Egg! Egg!”


Laoise turned. More rubies were piled in a hollow at the center of the ring of trees. Idris picked one up, cradling it beside the egg Blodwen had carried to the Cnoc. He reached for another, but Laoise grasped his hand. She could almost hear his thoughts, painted in flaming relief against the back of his head. She said, “Wait.”


Idris did not have their mother’s eyes; he did not have her eyes. His eyes were their father’s deep, opaque brown. They glimmered with an accusation as he stared from beneath the overlong shock of his crimson hair. “Why?”


“Because there are—” She counted swiftly. Five eggs, including the one Blodwen had brought them. There were indents where more rubies might once have rested, but were now gone. She laughed. Gone? Where had they come from? “What are we going to do with six draigs, Idris?”


“The same thing we have been doing, Laoise.” His voice cracked on her name. Her brother suddenly looked so young Laoise couldn’t bear it. He was just thirteen—the same age she had been when she irrevocably destroyed their family. “Surviving.”


She stared at him. Stared at Blodwen, who had scuttled into the hollow and was coiled happily amid the eggs, smoke unfurling in tendrils from her nostrils. Stared at the impossible flaming trees.


“If we hatch them,” she said slowly, “we will truly be stuck here. We cannot leave a brood of baby draigs alone. We will not be able to leave this place for a long time. Perhaps ever.”


“Where would we go?” Hope made Idris’s voice eager. “At least this way, we will not be so very alone.”


Guilt flooded Laoise’s veins, sick and sour. Slowly, almost against her will, she nodded.


“But only one at a time,” she commanded, remembering with a shudder those long, noisy nights after Blodwen had hatched. “We will leave the eggs here until we decide we’re ready to hatch them. And this time, you will have to help.”
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A few months later, Barfog hatched. A darker red than Blodwen, he devoured onyx and belched sulfur.


Dwyn arrived a year later, sweet and sly and copper as a coin.


Two years after that came Gwyr and Anwyll, surprise twins hatched from the same egg. The identical male draigs bore freckles of gold along their bellies and were utterly inseparable.


Three years after them Enfys hatched, her scales displaying the broadest range of colors—palest pink radiating toward crimson.


The last egg stayed in the sinkhole, glowing faintly, for nearly four more years. Every time Laoise checked on it, she experienced a burst of longing tempered by a surge of fear. A tinge of melancholy. She wanted one more draig. Feared she could not manage another. Knew that this one would be her last, whether she wished it or not.


“Is it time?” Idris stood abruptly when Laoise gently carried the last egg to the Cnoc, which had been their home for over a decade now. Her brother had long since reached his full height, towering above her. His sleek red hair fell angled over one side of his face, although he could never truly hide the marks of the tragedy that had scarred them. The tragedy that, somehow, had also saved them.


Laoise sighed. “It’s time.”


Nidhoggur hatched later that year.


When her ruby egg split open, showering splinters of red as she unfurled her delicate, membranous patagia, the flaming trees in the sinkhole began, leaf by leaf, to extinguish.










Chapter Six



Within


I had been here before.


 Rath na Mara swallowed me whole, a patchwork of half-remembered hallways and half-imagined occupants. Depleted of happy memories, I had begun hiding from Talah in the places I thought she would not know to look. In the memories I despised; the remembrances I repressed. But forcing myself into my own bitter recollections was its own kind of torture. For I was helpless to change anything.


All I could do was observe as a quartet of trainees in Mother’s fiann tormented my adolescent self with garlands of rowanberries and chains made of iron.


“You’re just the disposable trash the Fair Folk left behind when they stole the princess,” one goaded.


A defiant tilt to my younger self’s delicate chin. “And you’re a motherless bastard with a slag heap for a face and a stinking privy for a brain.”


The trainee backhanded her—me—across the face.


When red-hot rock began to drip from the ceiling, I dragged my eyes from the tableau of four overgrown boys beating an underfed changeling bloody for the great crime of being different. The windows above my younger self cracked, then abruptly shattered. Steam unfurled like white wings, barely hiding a pair of livid metal eyes.


Let me in!


I took off at a dead sprint, leaving the memory behind.


I dashed past a fourteen-year-old Rogan, golden torc askew and face contorted with worry as he rushed to rescue me from my attackers. He had indeed chased them off, that day so long ago, but I had barely seen him—my eyes had been swollen shut for a week from the beating I’d endured.


I glimpsed Mother—the queen—half hidden behind doorframes and lurking around corners, but when I looked more closely, she was nothing more than faded tapestries or cobwebs. Her voice echoed through the castle: Only I know how to love something like you. And no one will ever love you more than I do.


Cathair, slyly watching as I dashed past. He toasted me over the rim of his wineglass, and his mocking laughter chased me. You must learn to be strong, little witch.


And always, Talah drifting closer, her regretful but rigid refrain snapping at my heels. You cannot hide from me here. Let me in!


Furious tears fell from my eyes, and where they landed, flowers sprouted—white as fallen stars, black as the night sky that birthed them.


I slammed full tilt into a hard frame. I cried out, nearly stumbled. Strong arms sinewed with lean muscle and fletched with severe tattoos caught me, curving possessively around my shoulders. I looked up into the face of the towering man who’d seized me.


Irian’s beauty was, as always, a knife to my heart. I inhaled his scent of dawn air and cold metal, fighting the urge to surrender to his embrace.


He, like everything else in this accursed place, was nothing more than memory. Much as I longed for him to be real, he was not. He was nothing but an aspect of myself made manifest.


“You have been here before, mo chroí,” he said, rough but gentle. My heart, my heart. “Do you hear me? You have been here before.”


“I don’t know where else to go!” I cried out.


“The pleasure of the losing is in the finding.” Sympathy and worry made a battlefield of his perfect features. “Or so I have been told.”


“I don’t know where to hide so she cannot find me,” I bit out. “How can I lose myself in my own head?”


Irian stepped away from me. He stood suddenly at the edge of a cliff, wind snapping his long dark cape. He tilted his head, sending raven strands of hair gliding around his ears. “Your power is part of you, whether you like it or not. And it is vast. You are not strong enough to control it. You must find a way to work with it. You must seek the truth of your anam cló—the shape your soul wants to take.”


I turned away in frustration, only to halt when I saw who watched me from the moor.


A rack of silver-tipped antlers brushed the sky. Below, their face was inchoate: the shadow-dappled path leading deeper into the forest. Heavy muscle corded over a powerful torso; russet fur glided over legs thick as tree trunks. Behind them, the deep green forest whispered and beckoned, endless and inviting.


“You.” My helpless fury pushed me toward them. “Can’t you do anything? Aren’t you going to help?”


What would you have us do? The ancient being spoke like the groaning of oaks in a storm, the sighing of dead leaves settling on cold earth.


“Something. Anything.” I had been trapped inside myself for weeks. Perhaps months. Maybe even years, as Talah circled ever closer, following me to my darkest corners. My deepest regrets. Surely the entity to whom I had bound myself beneath the Heartwood could do more than stand there. “You are a Bright One, are you not? One of the Solasóirí? You contain within you the magic you brought from the stars. You wield the power of the earth itself. Yet you do nothing!”


We long ago bound our magic to the Treasure you hold. We bound our power to you. They were patient as the seasons and enduring as the millennia. We can only do what you wish us to do. We can only be who you wish us to be. We can only go where you wish us to go.


“Go?” I nearly screamed. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re trapped inside my head. With her. No matter where I try to hide inside my memories, she always finds me. I’m running out of places to go.”


As if on cue, Talah’s fire-fretted voice melted along the cliff face and shrieked from the sky.


You cannot hide here, star child. Let me in.


“No.” I jerked my head over my shoulder, but Irian had melted away like a forgotten dawn. I fought a sharp stab of sorrow as I forced myself to remember—he was not here. Had never been here. Somewhere, outside, he lived. He had to live.


As long as I was trapped here, I knew he would not let me go. He had made me a promise. And Irian was a man of his word.


But that meant it was my responsibility to free myself from this prison of my own making. To keep Talah from wresting control of my being.


“I thought I had more time.”


As long as you run, she will chase you, the antlered figure intoned, with a gesture of their gleaming claws. But you belong to us. As we belong to you. It is as it has always been.


Standing preternaturally still with the forest writhing at their back, the Bright One spoke with an air of… invitation. I searched for eyes amid the mottled light and shadow of their face but found only an endless kind of regard that made me feel very small. Very young. Very other.


“We belong to each other. Are you saying…” I licked my lips, grappling with the sudden terrible sensation of teetering upon a precipice. “Can you offer me somewhere else to go, where Talah will not be able to find me?”


The figure nodded, unhurried despite the smoking embers curling along the cliffs, the veins of molten metal splintering the sun-bright moor. A long time ago, you were given to us for safekeeping. Three moons ago, we gave you back to yourself.


The cliffs began to shake; stones rattled toward the seething sea. You cannot hide here. Let me in!


“I don’t understand.” I fought to keep my focus despite Talah drawing ever nearer. “My early childhood is a blank. I have no memories from before I came to Rath na Mara.”


You have all you need. The figure turned on their heel, melting into the forest. Except perhaps the courage to face what you must do.


My breath accelerated in my throat; my heart thumped an uneven tattoo. Before I could change my mind, I flung myself after the Bright One. The moor dissolved.


The deep forest at dusk. Early frost scribed twigs with glass; leaves flamed in shades of ocher and rouge. A small girl played beside the path—a girl with hair dark as deep water and mismatched eyes sparking green and brown in the low light. She was not alone, although her playmates were wholly unexpected.


Fair Folk clustered around her, playful yet protective. A flock of gossamer-winged sheeries shook the branches until golden leaves fell around her dancing form like lucky coins. Three ruddy-faced leipreacháin hurried the fallen leaves so they chased the laughing girl to and fro. Beyond, a few moss-haired ghillies bent the late blooms—asters and goldenrod and chrysanthemums—to make a bower for the girl to run through.


“Fia!” The shout burst the pleasant hush like a bubble being popped. The Fair Folk immediately hid, slinking behind tree trunks or between dimming shadows. The little girl tried to follow, but in the murky wood her face made a wan moon punctuated by desperate dark eyes. The strident female voice grew louder. “Where are you, you accursed little horror? I told you not to wander off! But do you listen to me? No, no, you never do. What does it matter if your nursemaid gets whipped for losing you? You’d rather be off cavorting with your own kind. This ends tonight, do you hear? I’m going to tell the queen where you keep running off to. And then you’ll be sorry!”


A russet-haired woman, pretty face contorted with irritation, careened into the clearing through a stand of ash trees. The little girl with the mismatched eyes froze at the sight of her.


“There you are,” Caitríona hissed, her eyes narrowing to cruel slits as she lunged for the little girl I had once been. “Just wait until I get my hands on you—”


Her grip was savage. The little girl cried out in pain, and the nursemaid immediately slapped her. The flat of her palm cracked vicious as a whip in the dimming, silent wood. The girl’s mouth opened in an O of shock; she began to cry in earnest, gulping in air as huge tears rolled down her reddening cheek. The nursemaid only scowled, yanking on her wrists with unforgiving force.


“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” Caitríona hissed between her teeth. “I am so weary of your nonsense. Why don’t you ask the Fair Folk to take you back where you came from, willful changeling whelp? No one wants you here. No one wants you!”


Night fell with a leaden hush as the young woman and the girl struggled in earnest—a tangle of flailing arms and screaming faces and kicking feet. At last, Caitríona caught the little girl around the waist and hauled her bodily off her feet. But the girl with the mismatched eyes twisted in her arms, her hands forming into claws as she grappled with her nursemaid. Where those claws struck flesh, Caitríona began to change.


I swallowed hard, my ancient guilt transforming into something closer to vindication. The trees at my back reached reassuring branches to brush my shoulders, as if to say, You were never alone.


In the deepening gloom, the changeling girl transformed her unfeeling nursemaid into a tree. Her legs became birch saplings; her hair turned to flowering vines; her face became a staring sunflower. The little girl fell in a heap, scrabbling backward from the horror she had wrought.


“I’m sorry,” she breathed after a moment, her face mottled with tears. “Caitríona, I’m sorry. Please come back. Please. I don’t care if I get whipped instead of you. Just come back.”


The little girl flailed her hands over the young woman’s transformed limbs, as if she sought to undo the magic she had wrought. But the nursemaid remained a tree. From their hiding places in the undergrowth, the Fair Folk slowly crept forward on stocky feet or lilted through the air on glowing wings. But instead of being comforted by their presence, the girl now lurched away from them.


“You.” Her small voice was sour in the dark. “You made me do this. You lured me away from my home. You made me dream of the woods when I should have been learning my letters. You are to blame for this. You are wild and wicked, just as Cathair says.”


The Fair Folk hesitated. The leipreacháin rustled the dried leaves below the child’s feet; the sheeries lifted the ends of her hair with nimble, glowing fingers.


“Go!” Little Fia shouted. She swatted at one of the sheeries; it tumbled to the ground, stunned. “Leave me alone! Stop bothering me!”


The Fair Folk dispersed swiftly among the shadows, leaving the little girl with the mismatched eyes and the night-dark hair alone. She would stay there until dawn chased her home to explain what she had done to a queen who was not yet a mother.


I forced my eyes from her small kneeling form. The now-familiar figure’s antlers glinted silver in the faded starlight.


“Well?” I asked tiredly. “Was this what you wanted me to find?”


They regarded me with the patience of eons. Was it what you wanted to find?


“The moment I learned to hate myself?” My throat worked around the taste of decayed leaves. “The moment I rejected the part of me I had not known I needed to accept? The moment I shut away the half of myself I did not know how to love?”


What does it teach you?


The memory felt raw as rough hide, chafing my softest places. “Caitríona was vicious. Cruel. I was not to blame.”


You were to blame. The figure’s claws lifted toward me. That does not mean you do not deserve forgiveness.


“From whom?”


Who do you think? they returned, with infinite gentleness, unyielding firmness.


Somewhere behind me, the trees began to expand with veins of molten silver. Steam floated like fog between the widely spaced trunks. Let me in.


I stared at the Bright One’s outstretched hand, their palm imprinted with recursive whorls—the striations of untold millennia.


“You have always been with me, haven’t you?” I lifted my eyes to their face, formless as the forest path. “Even when I did not know you. Even when I did not want you.”


Yes. The figure beckoned me through the gold-and-silver-streaked wood. Are you ready now?


I hesitated for one last, aching moment. “I do not know your name.”


Ínne, they told me, and it was the sound of trees growing and flowers blooming and stone eroding.


I wrapped my fingers around Ínne’s calloused, clawed hand. I followed them deep, deep between the arching trees.










Chapter Seven



Irian


As the diamond-streaked Cnoc reared up before their straggling party, surrounded by circling draigs, Irian finally confessed himself astonished.


Over the past thirteen years, Irian had often believed he had lost the capacity for amazement. That his world, in all its bleakness and boredom and violence, was unalterable; his own destiny, fixed; his story, already written.


Then he met Fia.


Since that fateful night, Irian had been irrevocably disabused of the notion that he could no longer be surprised. His world had cracked open, letting light inside. Bleakness had creaked toward hope. Boredom had spiked toward interest. Violence still sharpened every corner of his life, only tempered now with love—a sword with one edge blunted. His stars had slipped from their alignments, but instead of feeling unmoored, he knew he had been unchained. His story had transformed from a tragedy to a tale with a gloriously unwritten ending.


For a time, it had made him afraid. For so long he had been tethered to his own doom, the shadow of his death like shackles he could not unlock. While he had not always wanted to die, he had known exactly when he would. It was as it had always been.


Until it no longer was.


Then he had yearned to use his death to save the life of the woman he loved. As she had used hers to save him. But now, gazing at the impossible mountain nest of impossible mythic beasts, he was reminded of all Fia had taught him over the past year.


He could not control the decisions of others. His life did not have to end for it to have meaning. And he could not predict every twist and turn of his own story.


“Oy!” The patter of iridescent pebbles bouncing along the sharply sloping path stole Irian’s attention. Wayland, riding ahead, was waving his arms in panic.


The tiniest of the draiglings—more or less the size of an overfed housecat—had awoken from her slumber around the prionsa’s torso and was lovingly harassing him, combing her blood-red nails through his sleek hair and repeatedly uttering, “Mine! Mine!”


“Laoise, what is it doing? Is it hungry?” Wayland beseeched.


Laoise flashed an affectionate smile. Irian had to assume it was directed at the draigling, not Wayland. Laoise seemed miraculously immune to his foster brother’s impressive arsenal of charms.


“Hasn’t a girl ever pulled your hair, Prionsa? It means she likes you.” Laoise’s smile broadened. “And Nidhoggur has a name. Maybe if you ask her nicely to stop, she’ll listen.”


Wayland grumbled—something about the naming conventions of draigs and keeping control of one’s children. But after a few minutes the draigling settled on his shoulder and contented herself with blowing steam in his ears.


The shadow of Cnoc Féigleann swallowed them whole. The temperature dropped, an icy wind slinging down from the peaks to ruffle Irian’s hair and shiver between the legs of the aughiskies. Irian instinctively caught hold of it, singing to it in the formless, toneless melodies of his Treasure. It sprinted across the Barrens, reaching in minutes the rough expanse of Mag Tuired, patchworked with brittle grass and scarred by ragged, slumped figures. Irian forced the zephyr to sweep in dogged pursuit of any movement upon the plain. At last, he was satisfied. He released the breeze, which escaped to the south.


He exhaled. Eala either could not or would not follow them into the Barrens, where strange magic had birthed even stranger creatures.


Laoise led their group beneath a vaulted archway into the darkness of the mountain. Sunlight faded to a whisper. Veins of gemstones and metal sheared between the serrated dark stones of the cavern, washing over them in stained glass bands of color and gleam. Crimson bloodied Fia’s face; blue glazed her arms like enamel; silver caught on the crown of new metallic streaks in her hair. The glow pulsated, not with the steady, easy throb of a heart but with the syncopation of a sickened organ. The vibration bred unease in Irian’s gut—dread birthed by magic gone wrong.


Magic like the corrupted wild power the bardaí had released in their quest for domination of Tír na nÓg.


Irian tightened his hold on the woman lying motionless in his arms.


The jagged cavern narrowed to a pinch point, forcing everyone to dismount. The aughiskies sidled through; Balor wedged himself sideways through the narrow gap, black pebbles raining around his massive head. Irian was not accustomed to being so far away from the air and skies—he felt as though the weight of the vast black mountain squatted upon his shoulders. He inhaled, tasting eons of rock and forgotten magic on his tongue.


All at once, the cavern expanded. And expanded further, the clatter of their footfalls echoing into the distance.


One of the draigs flew by, its leathery wings sibilant, then landed with a thump. Red light bloomed from its gorge; a huge hearth set against one sloping wall ignited with a roar, licking around stacked firewood. Another hearth erupted in turn, casting firelight toward a distant ceiling.


Irian barely kept his jaw from hinging open in amazement.


This deep in the mountain, the Cnoc was no longer rough-hewn stone, but a serpentine dream of black rock sinuously carven into pillars, fluted archways, and vaulted ceilings. Sharp outcroppings meandered into delicate ogees; undulating hallways disappeared into mirror-glass lakes. Multicolored rocks and shining metals caught the firelight and reflected it back, until the whole world seemed to glitter.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise for the Fair Folk series



		Also by Lyra Selene



		Title page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Part One: Fire in the Head



		Chapter One: Within



		Chapter Two: Irian



		Chapter Three: Irian



		Chapter Four: Wayland



		Chapter Five: Laoise



		Chapter Six: Within



		Chapter Seven: Irian



		Chapter Eight: Wayland



		Chapter Nine: Irian



		Chapter Ten: Within



		Chapter Eleven: Laoise



		Chapter Twelve: Wayland



		Chapter Thirteen: Within



		Chapter Fourteen: Wayland



		Chapter Fifteen: Laoise



		Chapter Sixteen: Irian



		Chapter Seventeen: Wayland



		Chapter Eighteen: Within



		Chapter Nineteen: Laoise









		Part Two: The Ninth Wave



		Chapter Twenty: Fia



		Chapter Twenty-One: Wayland



		Chapter Twenty-Two: Fia



		Chapter Twenty-Three: Fia



		Chapter Twenty-Four: Wayland



		Chapter Twenty-Five: Fia



		Chapter Twenty-Six: Fia



		Chapter Twenty-Seven: Fia



		Chapter Twenty-Eight: Fia



		Chapter Twenty-Nine: Fia



		Chapter Thirty: Fia



		Chapter Thirty-One: Fia



		Chapter Thirty-Two: Wayland



		Chapter Thirty-Three: Fia



		Chapter Thirty-Four: Fia



		Chapter Thirty-Five: Fia



		Chapter Thirty-Six: Laoise



		Chapter Thirty-Seven: Fia



		Chapter Thirty-Eight: Wayland



		Chapter Thirty-Nine: Fia



		Chapter Forty: Fia









		Part Three: The Heart of the Forest



		Chapter Forty-One: Fia



		Chapter Forty-Two: Fia



		Chapter Forty-Three: Wayland



		Chapter Forty-Four: Fia



		Chapter Forty-Five: Fia



		Chapter Forty-Six: Fia



		Chapter Forty-Seven: Fia



		Chapter Forty-Eight: Irian



		Chapter Forty-Nine: Fia



		Chapter Fifty: Fia



		Chapter Fifty-One: Deirdre



		Chapter Fifty-Two: Fia



		Chapter Fifty-Three: Wayland



		After: Gort—Ivy









		Acknowledgments



		Glossary



		About the Author













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		vi



		vii



		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		383



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494



		495



		496



		497



		498



		499



		500



		501



		502



		503



		504



		505



		506



		507



		508



		509



		510



		511



		512



		513



		514



		515



		516



		517



		518



		519



		520



		521



		522



		523



		524



		525



		526



		527



		528



		529



		530



		531













		Begin Reading



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/images/orn.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780356521367.jpg
_ LYRA SELENE

‘A tale to savour and devour, one that gleams like starlight and cuts like a sword’
Rebecca Ross, on A Feather So Black
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