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			Chapter 1

			I remember how it felt like the air around me burned with ash and cinder. How his blade broke the skin at my throat, a stream of blood warm down my neck. How the war around me seemed to go quiet and slow as if time had stopped.

			It was just Lonnrach and me, my life determined by the tip of his sword. One small push—

			Darkness.

			My eyelids are heavy, weighted down and burning. Images flash in my mind of the battle, of those precious moments I had to solve the puzzle of a Falconer device to trap the fae under ground again before it was too late. The shield of light around me began to weaken, disintegrating from the force of fae attacks.

			A laugh startles me from my memories. Other voices join in between images. Where am I? Lilting accents like Kiaran’s echo around me, dulcet murmurings in words I don’t recognise or understand.

			Open your eyes, I command myself. Open your eyes. Panic forces me awake, a minuscule flash of light visible before I’m shoved down again with a hand at my throat, a searing pain at my temple.

			‘I didn’t say you could move.’ The words come out in a hiss, spoken through rows of sharp teeth at my neck.

			I go numb. I’m immobile, even as someone scratches the length of my arm, nails sharp enough to draw blood. A laugh, deep and purring. A whisper in my ear, breath hot at my throat.

			You lose. Now you’re mine.

			Then I’m dreaming again – memories of my life before, of my almost-deaths. A series of near-fatal experiences, each one strung from the other. The first time, when Kiaran saved my life from the water-horse. The many ever since; hundreds of nameless faeries I slaughtered, who each left their mark on me in different ways. The first one who scarred me. The first one I killed with Kiaran, when his expression showed something akin to pride.

			We’re going to kill them all, he’d told me, a ghost of a smile on his face.

			The memory fades like smoke. Suddenly I’m back on the battle­field; my armour is so heavy that every movement is agony. Kiaran’s unmoving body is at my side, bone shining through the burn along his cheek. Dead?

			No, not dead. He can’t be dead. I scream at him, striking him with my fists. Wake up. Wake up! Wake—

			My eyes snap open, closing just as quickly against the light. I draw in a breath, wincing at the pounding pain that lances through my skull. I press the heel of my palm to my temple.

			Wet.

			I draw my hand back and blink against my blurring vision until it clears. My fingers are coated with blood, sticky remnants of my injury.

			I didn’t say you could move.

			My armour is gone. I find dried blood spattered across my chest, leading down to three distinct claw-marks stark against my upper arm. The skin is barely broken, as if it were a threat. A warning.

			You lose. Now you’re mine.

			Dread unfurls within me, but I shake my head against it. Focus. Find your bearings. The thought comes out in Kiaran’s voice, one of his no-nonsense lessons. Just the thought of him almost holds me back – a quick succession of where is he is he dead is everyone I love dead – but his practical advice stops me again. Assess your surroundings.

			I tamp down my emotions, suppressing the hot rising panic in favour of cold rationality. I’m wearing a shift like Sorcha’s, formfitting and exquisite. I brush my hand across the silken fabric – except it’s not like any silk I know. It’s smoother, shinier, and warm. As if raven’s feathers and flowers were somehow woven together to form the garment. The sleeves are loose around my wrists; the fabric slips back when I lift my arms. Slippers adorn my feet, delicate things made of dark orchids and metal beads stitched together.

			After a quick evaluation of my injuries, I look up to see where I am. Oh god. Alarm breaks through the detached, analytical calm I’d achieved. This can’t be real. Can it?

			I’m on a slab of black rock that gleams like obsidian, broken off and floating above a valley of dark crags, a crevasse extending beyond my sight. It’s as if the land has split right down the middle into separate halves, with scattered platforms like mine gliding down the empty space like leaves carried by a stream.

			The other hovering slabs are topped with buildings – one of them a castle set atop a rugged piece; the rock broken off at the bottom is as sharp as blades. The castle itself is magnificent, more beautiful than any structure I’ve ever beheld. It looks as though it is made of pure, gleaming metal – only with a sheen that betrays its otherworldly origins. Even from this distance it has the multicoloured luster of opal. Shardlike towers flank the sides of the castle, surrounding a dome of red and blue and yellow metal resembling trapped clusters of stars.

			Other buildings float on their own platforms below the soaring castle, suspended in the vast space between the towering cliffs. Some have domed ceilings constructed of metal, and others of glistening rock, as if cut from the purest sapphires.

			In contrast, the cliffs on either side of me are monochrome, with not a single hint of colour to break up the uniformity. Even the trees seem made of glass, with thin spiky branches that appear sharp enough to kill. Flowers glow beneath the trees along the cliff face, with delicate buds of iridescent frost.

			When I breathe in, the icy scent of winter makes my chest ache. It smells like the beach after a snowfall. Like salt and frost on the wind, with a hint of something like myrrh.

			I’m dreaming. This has to be a dream. I press my palm to the cold rock at my feet, tracing my fingers across the glossy surface. Along the outer edges of the platform, small shards bite into my skin and leave red, aching welts.

			Not a dream. Not a dream. A panicked rush of breath bursts from my lungs. I jerk my hand back and push to my feet, stopping just before the platform ends.

			I make the mistake of looking over the edge.

			My stomach clenches. Below me is nothing but darkness, an escarpment that descends to nothingness. No light penetrates the blackness below and there’s nothing to grab onto if I need to escape. No other platforms nearby, or rocks to jump onto, and the floating buildings are too far into the distance.

			This is a prison, with the only escape a lethal drop. Where the bloody hell is this place?

			‘Good. You’re awake.’

			I whirl to find Lonnrach on his own platform, smaller than my own. In my distraction, I hadn’t even noticed the taste of his powers, the lingering touch of flower petals against my tongue and the sweet taste of nature and honey. Gone is his gleaming fae armour. Instead he’s dressed like a human, in smoke-grey trousers and a white lawn shirt. His salt-white hair is pulled back and gathered at the nape of his neck.

			His eyes are on my head injury. ‘I’d hoped that didn’t cause any permanent damage.’

			Why? I almost ask, but just the sight of him still alive fills me with rage. My gaze strays to the mark on his cheek, the one left by my sword. I had the chance to kill him and I didn’t take it. I won’t make that mistake again.

			‘Where are we?’ I ask. My voice is rough, my throat raw. Calm. Stay calm.

			‘The Sìth-bhrùth, in what was once the Unseelie Kingdom.’ As Lonnrach’s gaze lingers on the crags to either side of us, his expression hardens. ‘What’s left of it.’

			Were we in a ballroom, and I didn’t know Lonnrach as something other than human, I would have described him as achingly beautiful. Magnetic. But that’s all part of his physical allure, his ability to entice human victims with such ease – a skill that all daoine sìth possess. I was tempted by that power back on the battlefield, but now he’s just the bastard who injured me, made me bleed, captured me, and—

			‘If you’ve done anything to my home … ’ My voice dips low, dangerous. ‘I’ll kill you.’

			I’ll kill you regardless. I’ll just take my time.

			Lonnrach tilts his head slightly. There’s an amused, slow lift to his lips, as if we’re at an assembly and he’s participating in light flirtation. His smile is unnerving. An arrogant hint of I know something you don’t and whatever the something is almost breaks my hard-won control. 

			‘Will you?’ he asks.

			I bite my tongue to stop myself from asking about Kiaran, about everyone I love. I can’t let him know my worry that they’re all dead; I have to pretend that I don’t feel a thing.

			Instead, I brush my fingers against my seilgflùr necklace, plaited together in a single strand. The soft thistle is deadly to Lonnrach’s kind, effective enough to burn through his flesh. ‘I could wrap this around your throat if I wanted. It’s not a quick way to die. I’ve seen it.’

			Lonnrach stuffs his hands in his trouser pockets, and I’m certain if his platform had something to lean on, he would be standing against it. Cold, casual, obviously not the least bit concerned.

			Perhaps he has a talent for lying, too. Just like me.

			‘You’re not in any position to make threats,’ he says lightly, glancing down into the crevasse at its deepest and darkest point.

			I try to resist looking, too. I fail. Even if I managed to kill Lonnrach, I’d be trapped. Pushing him over the edge isn’t exactly an option – he’d likely survive the fall, damn his indestructible fae body.

			I let my expression settle and appear cold, detached. It takes every skill in deception I’ve learned since I first discovered the fae were real and one of them had murdered my mother. With the fae, everything is a game. Even grief. If given the chance, Lonnrach would use it against me, torment me with it. I have to play the game, too.

			One breath, two, to steady myself. ‘How do I know it’s not a trick?’ My voice is almost playful, chastising; it is as calm as a mountain stream. I am a masterful liar. I learned from the best, after all. ‘This place?’

			Lonnrach’s expression doesn’t change. ‘It’s not.’

			I think of his fleeting smile and the possibility that everyone and everything I care about is gone. Then I really do have nothing to lose by being reckless.

			But Lonnrach does. There’s still one thing he needs: Me. If he didn’t, I’d be dead.

			Time to test that. I approach the edge of my small platform on the side closest to him. ‘So if I do this’ – I balance on one foot, on the tips of my toes, so close to the ledge – ‘and fall, it’ll kill—’

			Before I can even blink, Lonnrach is off his platform. His body slams into my own, knocking me off my feet so hard I fear we’ll go over the other side and he’ll kill me anyway.

			We don’t. In the end, he hauls me up, his hand painfully gripping my upper arm. His silver eyes glow bright with anger. I’m surprised by the display of emotion; the fae always seem so in control, every feeling perfectly reined in. 

			‘You are a foolish girl,’ he says.

			Now I know. Lonnrach forgot the foremost rule of our little game: Never let your enemy know how desperately you require something. He needs me alive, not just as a prisoner of war. That’s why he cared about my head injury causing lasting damage.

			But I can’t focus on that. I can’t. I find that the question I truly desire to ask – if he’s killed everyone I love – sticks in my throat. So I try another. ‘Where is Kiaran?’

			I don’t miss how Lonnrach’s eyes avert briefly from mine, as if he’s trying to smooth his expression first. ‘His sister killed my men to rescue him.’ His smirk is brutal; it cuts right through my heart. ‘They obviously didn’t think you were worth saving.’

			Another memory of Kiaran flashes in my mind from the battlefield. Of his motionless body and his scorched face. Wake up. Wake up! I couldn’t get him to move. Not even his lashes fluttered.

			Lonnrach said Kiaran was alive, but if that were true, Kiaran would never have left me behind. He couldn’t have.

			‘You feel for him.’ Lonnrach’s fingers grasp my chin, forcing me to look at him. ‘He made you think he cared about you.’ He looks almost sorry for me, but I know it must be a trick. ‘Kadamach doesn’t give a damn about anyone, least of all you.’

			Pretend his words don’t affect you. I try, but then Kiaran’s words from that night whisper in my mind. Have I ever told you the vow a sìthiche makes when he pledges himself to another? A featherlight kiss, then two words against my lips that I felt down to my very soul. Aoram dhuit.

			I will worship thee.

			Lonnrach’s next cruel words cut short my memory: ‘You’re not the first human pet he’s discarded.’

			Before I can stop myself, I wrench out of Lonnrach’s grip and smash my fist into his face. He staggers back. I bury my knee in his gut and punch him again. And again. I wind back to keep at him, but he grabs my wrist and twists my arm behind me at a painful angle. He’s at my back, breath tickling my neck.

			‘You need me alive.’ I swallow hard to keep the pain out of my voice. I wiggle to extricate myself from his grip, but he holds firm; any movement on my part is excruciating. ‘Why?’ When he doesn’t answer, I press further. ‘Why?’

			‘You can unlock an object I seek. That is your sole purpose.’ I understand the subtext: And when I get what I want, I’ll kill you.

			I snap my head back and slam it into his nose. The satisfying crack of cartilage and his startled fae curse only makes me smile. I round on him, but he’s too fast. He locks me into a hold, fingers digging into the wrist of my blade hand. Any sudden movement from me and he’ll break it. I may heal faster than the average human, but I’d rather not learn how long it takes for my bones to mend.

			As if in subtle warning, his grip tightens. I grit my teeth against the pain. ‘If I knew what you were looking for, I’d destroy it before I let you have it.’

			I feel his body shudder, as if in anger. ‘You really don’t under­stand, do you? You think this is just about war. Your kind against mine.’

			I’m surprised by that. ‘Isn’t it?’

			‘Look around you, Falconer.’ He motions with his free hand, sweeps it across the landscape. ‘Do you think it’s always been like this? The Sìth-bhrùth was once full of a thousand different colours your human eyes have never beheld. The land was whole and now it’s cracked right down the middle. It’s all falling apart.’

			He draws me in closer, releasing some of the pressure at my wrist. ‘I brought you here to show you this chasm. It’s a reminder that one day soon everything here will crumble to dust. The kingdoms are dying and the throne here is vanishing. It’s already begun.’

			I can’t help but look to the cliffs on either side of us, studying how the landscape only exists in shades of grey and deep black. How the buildings floating in the middle are the final remnants of the place Lonnrach describes. ‘I don’t see what that has to do with me.’

			‘What I seek could save the Sìth-bhrùth. You’re the key to finding it.’

			At that I pause. Not that I care the slightest bit about the Sìth-bhrùth, but Kiaran might. He spoke very little about the fae realm, of course. He once told me it was beautiful and brutal, that he both hated and loved it. I wonder if he would consider saving this place.

			But I have to know one thing first. I ask the question I’ve been avoiding all along: ‘Why save your home instead of mine?’ 

			Lonnrach’s silence is deafening; it stretches vast, eternal. He wouldn’t be like this, unless … unless …

			I have no home to save.

			I swallow back the lump in my throat. ‘Show me.’ When he hesitates, I snap. ‘Now.’

			Lonnrach releases my wrist. Before I can even move, his fingers are in my hair, pressing against the wound at my temple.

			Then I blink … and I’m in hell.

			It’s too much to take in at once; I can barely focus. Ash rains from the sky, fluttering to the ground like snow. All around me are destroyed buildings, as if something had rammed through them with tremendous force. The cobbles lie broken up, the streets naught but barely visible rubble through the thick layer of ash. I can barely see beyond the buildings in front of me; the smoke is too thick. I inhale the scent of scorched wood, metal and stone and my lungs constrict.

			The swirling dust and soot clears just enough for me to recog­nise where I am. Princes Street. What’s left of it. Barely any of the shops that lined one side of the street are left standing. The Scott Monument – that beautiful, pointed ivory-coloured monument that had just been finished in the months before the battle – lies toppled on its side. Scott’s own statue is ground to dust.

			I caused this. I caused this it’s my fault they’re dead and it’s all my fault. ‘Stop.’ The word is a strangled breath, barely audible. ‘I said stop!’

			Suddenly I’m back in the faery realm. I’m on my knees in the sharp, obsidian-stone dirt. Hot tears blur my vision as I draw in ragged breaths.

			How could all that have happened in such a short time? I press my fingers to the injury just above my ear. It’s still wet. Desperately, I feel for the small cut Lonnrach left when he pressed his blade to my throat back on the battlefield. Inflamed, still stinging. No healing has begun.

			‘This is a trick,’ I say. It has to be. The fae couldn’t have destroyed Edinburgh that quickly. ‘My injuries are still fresh.’

			Lonnrach doesn’t move, not even to kneel next to me. ‘You’re in the Sìth-bhrùth,’ he says simply.

			I shut my eyes. Oh god. I forgot the simplest rule of all: Time passes more quickly in the human realm. I could have spent mere hours in the fae realm and weeks would have gone by there. Days here could amount to months. 

			‘How long have I been here?’ I whisper, hating the horror in my voice. Hating how I’ve shown Lonnrach that small bit of weakness. ‘On the outside. How long?’

			‘I don’t understand your human time.’ He sounds so non­chalant, uncaring. ‘Days. Weeks. Months. Years. They mean little to me. All I care about is finding the object hidden in your realm. And you’re going to help me with it, willingly or no.’

			I can’t get the images of destruction out of my head. I created that. I helped. What would Derrick and Gavin have thought of me in the end? Catherine? They must have thought I’d died or abandoned them. That I stopped fighting.

			Fresh tears sear my cheeks as I look up at Lonnrach. ‘So you destroyed everything in your search. You sacrificed my realm to save yours.’

			Lonnrach’s expression doesn’t change. ‘You say that as if I had a choice. You would have slaughtered us all to save them. Your humans.’ Now he kneels. His face so close to mine. ‘You would kill to protect your own. We both would. We’re the same, you and I.’

			Kiaran’s whisper resounds from deep in my mind. I made you the same as me.

			A night creature. A devil. A monster who deals in death and destruction. We’re the same, you and I.

			Then so be it. My gaze locks with Lonnrachs and I see a flash of vulnerability there – fear. Good. He should be afraid of me. ‘I hope your kingdom rots. I’ll burn it to the ground myself.’

			Lonnrach’s face goes hard, angry. ‘More threats. I could leave you right here, for as long as I wanted. Maybe I’ll shove you in a watertight box and throw you into the sea below until I need you. A thousand years could pass on the outside and you’ll still be as youthful as the day I took you. You’re at my mercy.’

			The sea below. So that’s what’s down there at the bottom of the cliffs. That’s why it sounds like it breathes; it’s the waves hitting rock, scraping stone against the base of the escarpment.

			Before I can reply, Lonnrach is already back on his own platform, a leap that’s at least twenty feet – one I could never hope to attempt. He looks back at me. ‘You have no choice, Falconer. If this place burns, you’ll die with us.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter 2

			I think of a thousand potential ways of escaping. I try to use my own weight to push the platform closer to the cliffs. I leap up and my feet hit the onyx soil so hard that it sends a jolt through my body, but the platform never so much as budges.

			Instead it floats steadily through the ravine as if it were a flowing river instead of empty space. The castle and the other buildings are the same distance they were before; never closer or farther.

			Minutes or hours pass, but I can never tell which. Now I know why Lonnrach dismisses the concept of time; it doesn’t exist here. The light always stays the same: a grey, foggy haze to the atmosphere much like what I’m used to back home. The heavy rain clouds never move, even as the platform flows down the empty space and the landscape changes.

			I never see another faery; not even a shadow of a figure in one of the majestic buildings floating in the fissure. This place is barren, empty. If I screamed, no one would hear me.

			This must be Lonnrach’s strategy: Isolate me, make me defence­less, use me, and then kill me.

			As my platform keeps moving, I search for some means of escape – anything. But the ravine is a ceaseless thing, constantly shifting and yet never ending. I pass an ever-evolving scenery of mountains and forests, all in the same bleak monochrome. I float through fields of glass flowers and forests of black metal trees that are so dark and thick I can see no light beyond them.

			It’s as if the landscape were a charcoal drawing. The cliffs on either side of me are etched in dark, aggressive strokes, the rock jutting out roughly on either side.

			The land was whole, and now it’s cracked right down the middle.

			As time passes, I notice that every so often stone breaks off the jagged crags and tumbles down into the ravine below. This place is breaking apart bit by bit and falling to dust.

			Just like Edinburgh. All those buildings reduced to rubble on the street. Gone. Just like—

			I close my eyes hard and pull my knees into my chest, sitting down on the biting rocks. I try to block it all out, the images. My memories. My feelings.

			Far below my platform, the sea breathes. I listen to the calm inhale exhale inhale exhale of water against earth and pretend I’m somewhere back there. Scotland. The human realm. I pretend that there’s still a place worth saving. That the people I love survived.

			I pretend I’m not the only one left.

			

			When I wake, the breath of distant ocean waves is gone and everything is quiet The cold winter breeze has stilled.

			I open my eyes and realise I’m no longer outside in the ravine. No longer lying against the rough rocks of the platform, but a smooth, cold floor instead. The only reminder of that place is the red, pockmarked texture of my arms where the obsidian pressed to my skin and left imprints, soon to fade. Temporary reminders.

			I roll onto my back, flinching at a sudden thought. It’s like the darting tongue of a snake, that thought. It doesn’t matter where you are. You’re all alone now because you let everyone die. You didn’t save them. You—

			My fingernails bite into my palm. The pain redirects my focus, something I learned to quiet the guilt after my mother’s murder. All it takes is a pinch, a near draw of blood, and the your fault your fault your fault is pushed down inside my chest where I wear it always, an aching scar inside. It’s bearable, at least for a little while.

			When the thoughts pass, I open my eyes. Where am I now?

			High above me arches a dome made of mirrors that are all focused on the centre of the room where I lie. The floor beneath me is mapped with vivid green vines, pressed flat against the ground as if they’ve grown that way. It’s the first sign of colour in nature I’ve seen in the fae realm; the only thing that isn’t glass or black stone or metal. It’s grown the entire length of the floor and snaked up the walls between the mirrors.

			I’m in the middle of the foliage, the copper curls of my hair stark against the greenery. Even from the ceiling I can see the freckles on my cheeks and the tops of my shoulders where the black shift leaves my skin bare.

			The blood is gone, wiped away as if my injuries never existed. I press a hand to my temple, my neck. Both are healed over, needle-thin scars where the blade bit into my flesh.

			I shudder in disgust at the thought of them touching me, healing me, and cleaning me up as I slept. I know it wasn’t done out of kindness.

			You can unlock an object I seek. That is your sole purpose.

			I have to get out of here. I may not have a home to return to, but Kiaran is still out there. Maybe Gavin and Derrick survived by escaping in my ornithopter.

			Maybe maybe maybe. Maybe they’re dead, too.

			I tamp down the thoughts and push to my feet. What I thought at first was a room is actually a hall as vast as a palace ballroom, covered wall to ceiling in mirrors. I turn around and around, seeking a door – some means of escape – but only my reflections stare back.

			Each reflection is different. One with a subtle, mocking expression. One overcome with mourning. One with blood-splattered skin and eyes as vivid green and violent as a devil’s. That Aileana terrifies me the most; her gaze is heavy, sharp as pricks of a blade-tip all over my body.

			Like she’d cut out my heart and love it.

			I step back, but the mirror only seems to draw closer. Violent Aileana’s gaze holds mine. A chill spreads down my arms, the blade jabs growing more acute.

			And then she smiles.

			I run. As fast as I possibly can in those damn delicate slippers. It feels like I pass a thousand mirrors, a thousand different versions of myself, and never reach the end of the room. Though the side walls press closer, the hall stretches longer. That last mirror grows farther and farther away.

			Violent Aileana is close, her reflection overtaking all the others. Her presence feels like fingernails drawing blood down my back as I run, unrelenting and sharp. Her image lingers in my mind as if I were still looking into the mirror, her eyes a glittering peridot like Sorcha’s, the faery who murdered my mother. She is inhuman, monstrous. She is death.

			She is all the times I’ve killed and enjoyed it. Crimson suits you best.

			Something breaks inside me, unleashing a torrent of memories I can’t control. My mother, the night of my debut, embracing me so hard that my ribs ached. My mother lying in the street, dead. Me, screaming her name and no one even hears.

			I hit a wall of mirrors, my fingers scratching desperately at the surface. I slam the sides of my fist to the nearest mirror to break it, only to discover it isn’t glass.

			It’s rock.

			Damn damn damn. Shaking, I back away. Hands seize my shoulders, turning me roughly.

			Lonnrach.

			My first instinct is to fight – drive my heel into his kneecap – but my feet become tangled in the vines along the floor. The plants rise up, wrapping around my legs as I struggle. I try to kick – to do something – but I can’t even move. I tug with my hands, but the vines close around my wrists.

			‘The more you fight, the faster it grows.’

			Lonnrach’s half-smile is mocking. He’s changed clothes. This time he wears all black, from his trousers to his shirt. Even his long, tailored coat doesn’t have a hint of colour in it.

			I go still, and sure enough, the vines stall their ascent to my hips. ‘Is this my new prison, then?’ I try to match his acerbic tone. I lean forward with my own mocking smile – sheer ­bravado, but from the way his jaw clenches, it’s quite effective. ‘I suppose it was different once, too. More beautiful or colourful. Just another example of how your kingdom is falling to ruin.’

			I hope this place burns. I hope I get to light the bloody match.

			Lonnrach’s face hardens. His finger is on my cheek, tracing downward. I recoil, and the movement only incites the vines to grow farther up my arms. ‘I can’t wait to see what memory you were running from.’

			A memory. Violent Aileana was the symbol of a memory. Though she’s gone from the mirrors, I still sense her in the back of my mind. The knife-pricks haven’t disappeared completely. I can picture her fierce smile.

			‘What do you mean?’ I try to keep my voice calm, even as the whisper of crimson suits you best brushes across my mind like the quick swipe of a blade.

			‘We found that information could be extracted from the memories of our enemies.’ Lonnrach steps away. Now he’s slowly removing his coat, folding it. ‘This hall amplifies the images and allows them to take form. Since Kadamach slipped out of my grasp before I could do this, I’ll have to settle for you.’

			God. The first fragment of fear makes me shiver. Sorcha had used my memories against me before, forced me to relive things I’d rather forget.

			‘Whatever you’re looking for, I don’t know where it is.’

			Lonnrach places the coat on the floor. Then he’s rolling up a sleeve, baring the smooth, shining skin of his forearm. Like he’s about to get messy.

			‘It’s fascinating the way human minds work,’ he says casually. ‘My kind can recall flawlessly, our memories perfectly intact. Humans remember in pieces. Everything is given an order of importance and the rest is repressed.’ Now the next sleeve, ever so slowly. ‘Of course, that means slower extraction, more time-consuming. Your mind would break too easily.’

			Slower extraction. Your mind would break too easily. He’d fracture it anyway, bit by bit, to find what he wants. I may be a Falconer, but I’m still human.

			‘If I knew of an object that aided the fae, I would have remembered it,’ I say quickly, trying to defuse the situation. And I would have found it and destroyed it.

			Lonnrach’s eyes meet mine. ‘You spent a year training under my enemy and that rogue pixie. I assume they often spoke about things you didn’t understand.’

			I press my lips together before I utter an oath. Kiaran and Derrick were fond of riddle-like sentences, hinting about things in their past they both refused to discuss. Sometimes they used another language entirely, either in Gàidhlig or a fae language that resembled it, knowing damn well I couldn’t understand them.

			‘Even what you did understand would be useful,’ he continues. ‘Their weaknesses. Your weaknesses.’ Before I can say anything, Lonnrach is suddenly right in front of me, reaching for my wrist. ‘I want to know everything,’ he whispers, his steel-grey eyes glinting. ‘I’ll take every memory you have, if that’s what it takes. I just need to use your blood to see.’

			Your blood.

			A sudden memory of my mother strikes me. Her in Sorcha’s embrace, Sorcha’s teeth dripping with blood. My mother’s.

			No. No no no. The vines tighten in my struggle, only slacking on my arm to allow him to pull it up – toward his lips.

			Lonnrach opens his mouth and over his perfectly white, straight teeth, two rows of razor-sharp fangs descend.

			Just like Sorcha’s. 

			I go numb, dead inside. I couldn’t move even if I tried. He’s a baobhan sìth, too. A vampirelike faery who resembles something out of a nightmare.

			Lonnrach utters six words over my wrist, spoken with a hint of a smile, the words coming out in a hiss: ‘This is really going to hurt.’

			Then he bites down.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter 3

			Lonnrach’s bite is like venom moving through my body, burning within my veins and down my spine. It’s pain so explosive that I feel nothing and everything all at once: my skin stretched over bone, my blood rushing and pounding through my limbs, my muscles seizing.

			Lonnrach lifts his head, only for a moment. His mouth is smeared with my blood. His eyes are closed. Just before I feel the bite of his fangs again, he whispers, ‘You taste like death.’

			Memories explode through my mind, images passing by so quickly that I can’t even hold onto them. At first they’re all inconsequential thoughts, repetitions of the time when my mother was alive. Back when my days were all etiquette, tea, and practising dances, with evenings spent building inventions with her.

			I can feel Lonnrach tossing them aside, deeming them un­important.

			My mother’s laugh startles me from my outrage. I almost shout at him to stop, but all he allows is a split-second image of her wide smile, as clear as if she were in the room with me. As if she were right there. The scent of her heather perfume fills my senses, then is gone just as quickly.

			I’m whisked away. Images flood harder with no order to them at all. The nights before the battle when Kiaran and I hunted together, when we ran through the city like vigilantes. The images are a torrent of hunt, stalk, kill, and depart.

			I can feel Lonnrach trying to redirect everything into a cohesive stream, to slow down the memories so he can inspect them more closely. He’s going back to the beginning, to the night before I met Kiaran.

			Don’t! 

			Before I can stop him, I’m suddenly standing in the back garden of the Assembly Rooms. I’m wearing my white silk dress with its lace and floral trimmings. My beautiful slippers peek out at the bottom, the painstakingly embroidered pink rosebuds visible in the bright moonlight. Mulled wine is warm in my belly and my vision is swaying and unsteady from drink.

			Don’t make me remember this, I think to Lonnrach. There’s nothing here that will help you. But my protests only encourage him to hold onto the memory more firmly. It plays on.

			I know exactly what’s coming. I’ve relived this in my nightmares night after night. First it’s the low intake of breath from the other end of the garden that startles me. I nearly turn to go inside when I hear something else – a strangled scream, caught in a gasp.

			No no no. I watch myself cross the garden to where the gate overlooks the street. No matter how many times I remember this I always hope for a different outcome. I hope that I’ll run for help. I hope that I’ll pull out a blade and fight. I hope that someone will come. I hope I hope I hope.

			But it’s exactly the same. It always is.

			I sense Lonnrach watching, too. We see his sister with her face pressed to my mother’s throat. Sorcha raises her head to reveal teeth glinting in the moonlight, dripping with my mother’s blood. We hear Sorcha’s laugh, a deep, throaty purr that makes my stomach clench. In a single, swift motion, we watch her tear out my mother’s heart.

			Next to me, Lonnrach’s body goes still when he sees how the memory blurs from panic. How I can barely get enough breath into my lungs, how my thoughts are racing as Sorcha escapes into the night. How my memory of the event seems to speed up and black out until the moment I find myself next to my mother’s body, pressing my hands to her chest.

			We watch as I scream her name until I lose my voice.

			Without warning, I’m standing back in the hall of mirrors. Lonnrach is still holding my wrist, his mouth hovering above where his teeth left their marks in my flesh. His lips are wet with my blood; it drips down his throat. Just like in my memory of her.

			Sorcha.

			I can’t stop the sound that escapes my throat. When Lonnrach’s gaze meets mine, his breathing is ragged and I’m startled by the glimpse of emotion there.

			Before I can think to analyze it, he turns away sharply. He raises his arm to wipe his mouth, smudges my blood across his wrist like a brand. ‘That’s enough for now.’

			Lonnrach grabs his coat from the floor and strides through the nearest mirror, disappearing into it as if it were water. It undulates, spreading ripples across all of the mirrors before they finally settle into my reflection.

			I’m alone once more. The vines retract into the floor and I’m surrounded by the different versions of myself again.

			Only then do I realise my cheeks are wet with tears.

			

			Lonnrach doesn’t speak when he comes to visit me after that. He makes every effort not to meet my gaze, keeping his expression carefully composed. Guarded.

			I resist at first. I become desperate enough to attack him – to loop the seilgflùr around his neck – but the vines wrap around my limbs so fast that I’m forced to give in. In the days that follow, the physical weakness from blood loss and venom takes its toll and I stop fighting entirely.

			I begin to view my time with Lonnrach as a nightmare I can’t escape. When he sinks his teeth into me, I shut my eyes and almost manage to convince myself that I’m dreaming and it isn’t real. That he isn’t real.

			After a while, I become so used to the pain of his bites that it barely affects me. Now it’s just a quick prick of teeth through flesh and the sting of venom through blood.

			Lonnrach watches my memories and leaves like a thief with his bounty. Every image with Derrick and Kiaran is carefully examined, played slowly and deliberately.

			Through his explorations, I relive the last year of my life. I hate the way I’ve come to view his bite as a respite from the loneliness of my mirrored selves. Violent Aileana hasn’t attacked again, but I still sense her behind all the others. Waiting, watching. I see her as a quick flash of a monster’s smile, a reminder that Sorcha still lurks in my memory – and then she’s gone.

			At first I would use the reprieve from her to press my palms against the reflective rock. I tried for the longest time to pass through like Lonnrach does, but the surface is always solid, hard. I count the mirrors – one thousand four hundred and sixty-seven – and all of them are inescapable. On particularly bad days, I hit the mirrors until my hands bleed. Until I’m left with bruises on my fists.

			The longer Lonnrach drains my blood, the weaker I become. I barely improve when I finally take the food he leaves: servings of bread, cheese, and fruit. Kiaran always taught me never to accept food or drink from the fae, that it allows them greater control over a human. Accepting it is my tacit compliance to stay in the Sìth-bhrùth until Lonnrach decides to release me.

			He’ll kill me first.

			I’ve memorised the shape of his teeth imprinted into my skin. My fingers trace the marks they’ve left as I recall each memory he conjured and examined.

			Thirty-six human teeth. Forty-six thin fangs, tapered like a snake’s. Together they form two crescents, grooves worn into each arm and each side of my neck, over and over and over.

			Twenty-seven times.

			Some are flecked with dried blood. Others have scarred from the rapid healing of baobhan sìth venom. I used to call my scars badges, each one earned from a fae I killed. But these … these aren’t badges. They aren’t marks of victory.

			They’re reminders of how I lost everything.

			Today, Lonnrach sifts through the longer streams of my memory. He lingers on those before my mother’s death, those he should find unimportant. I wonder if he realises that I’ve noticed the way he slows down the hours I spent building with her, or the days I took tea with my friend Catherine. Inconsequential memories of simple pleasures before I had ever felt the mark of grief.

			As if embarrassed, Lonnrach pulls forward in time. I watch a stream of images go by before he settles on the memory of Kiaran and me in the Queen’s Park. Though it was the night of the battle, it seems so long ago now. Kiaran had resolved to take his sister’s place if we managed to trap the fae once more. I thought I would never see him again.

			At one time I would have resisted Lonnrach’s intrusion on these memories, but now I eagerly go along with it. I am desperate to feel again, for the spectrum of emotions my memories bring. They remind me of who I was, and that I’m still human.

			Just for a little while, I think. So I have something to hold onto.

			I sense Lonnrach’s surprise when Kiaran and I kiss, when Kiaran grabs my coat to pull me closer. This is one of my few memories that remains whole, complete. That kiss is imprinted in my mind: the press of Kiaran’s lips, his fingers against my skin. I know that kiss by heart.

			In my memory, I pull away. ‘Leave.’ I can hear the desperation in my voice. ‘You still have time. Save yourself—’

			Another kiss, as if Kiaran’s telling me this is goodbye. As if he’s memorizing my lips, too. ‘Have I ever told you the vow a sìthiche makes when he pledges himself to another? Aoram dhuit. I will worship thee.’

			Lonnrach pulls out of the memory so quickly that I sway on my feet. We’re back in the hall of mirrors and he’s already wiping his lips with the white kerchief he brought. Always a different one. My blood stains them all.

			My legs won’t hold me. I sink to the ivy floor as Lonnrach turns away, wordlessly striding toward the nearest mirror.

			‘Wait.’ I’m surprised by my voice. It seems like an eternity since I’ve spoken. I sound raspy, my throat dry from disuse.

			Lonnrach stops. He doesn’t even turn. ‘Is there something you need?’

			It’s been so long since I’ve heard his voice, too. He has no need to taunt me anymore, to break me with his words. I’ve accepted his food and drink. He has taken my blood. He’s stolen my memories. What else is there to say?

			And yet … that memory made me feel longing again. Passion. Grief. Once I’m alone, that will all go away and I’ll go back to pressing my fingers against his bloody teeth marks, hoping to conjure it all up again.

			‘I only want to talk.’ I swallow once. Good god, I can’t believe I’m doing this. I’d kill him if I could. ‘That’s all.’

			This time, Lonnrach turns and looks at me. The weight of his gaze is heavy, assessing. ‘Why?’

			Because I don’t want to be alone anymore. Because I don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve been here. Because I don’t have anyone left. Because we’ve shared more than a year of my memories. Because you’ve left two thousand two hundred and fourteen individual teeth marks on my skin that will never, ever let me forget that everything I’ve lost is my fault.

			I bite my tongue so none of those words spill out. Maybe one day I’ll become hopeless and desperate enough to utter them. Maybe. But not yet. ‘Because you’ve seen my memories and yet you’ve said little about yourself at all.’

			‘Your memories serve a purpose.’ He takes another step, raises his hand to the mirror. ‘Mine don’t.’

			I try again. I don’t mention how he extracts the inconsequential memories of my life before I saw my first faery, ones that serve no purpose at all. ‘Why do you hate Kiaran?’ 

			Lonnrach’s hand curls into a fist. I persist, possibly against my best judgement. ‘You told me I would regret not killing him. I want to know why.’

			Lonnrach slowly turns around. His eyes are sharp and slate grey; his gaze falls upon the teeth marks he left on my wrist.

			I immediately pull my knees into my chest like a shield. 

			Just when I think he might do something to make me regret my words, he finally speaks. ‘Your Kiaran is the worst sort of traitor, and his sister is no different. Now it’s up to me to fix their mistakes.’ The way he regards me, his message is clear: Which includes you.

			Me. He considers me a mistake. Because Kiaran made me the same as him.

			‘And save your realm?’ I try to say it lightly, but I can’t stop the bitterness that tinges my words. You sacrificed my realm to save yours. ‘Is your monarch dead?’

			Lonnrach seems to go still, as if startled by my question. ‘Perhaps.’ He considers his words carefully. ‘No one has seen the Cailleach for thousands of years. The heirs she left behind to rule were … unworthy. Without a monarch, the Sìth-bhrùth will wither. Someone must take her place.’

			‘And you think you’re worthy.’ It sounds like an accusation, but I’m trying to understand why he has spent so much time painstakingly exploring my memories.

			He casts me a meaningful glance, as if he can read my thoughts. ‘No. But I will be.’

			I call his name when he turns to leave. I see the tightness in his shoulders, as if he dreads my next query. ‘What was it like when you were trapped below the city?’ 

			Was it like in here? Did you stop fighting, too?

			Lonnrach speaks deliberately, devoid of emotion. ‘The first hundred years we spent trying to escape until our nails wore grooves into the underground rock. Energy we stole from the occasional humans we managed to compel through the prison’s shield were barely enough to keep us all sated. That place became like a tomb.’

			In his profile, I notice how tight his jaw is, as if he’s controlling his anger. ‘I won’t ever forget that it was your kin who put us there. That your precious Kiaran and his sister helped.’ He looks over at my mirrors, to my hundreds of different reflections. My cage. ‘Now you know precisely how it feels to be that helpless.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter 4

			I’m beginning to forget my life more easily now. It’s been daysweeksmonthsyears – I don’t know precisely – since I’ve seen anyone but Lonnrach. I can’t recall the things he’s stolen on my own any more. 

			To remember, I have to press my fingers a little harder into his teeth marks each time, until I leave half-moon marks of my own over the scars of his bites on my skin. I have to shut my eyes so hard that I see stars beneath my lids.

			It’s a rush of relief each time I manage to relive precious moments with all the people I care about. I can’t help how often Kiaran lingers in my thoughts, even though the sting of Lonnrach’s words is still there. It hasn’t even faded.

			He let you think he cared about you. You’re not the first human pet he’s discarded.

			I flinch and try to redirect my focus away from Kiaran. I need to forget about him. He left me behind. I’ve been in the Sìth-bhrùth through dozens of Lonnrach’s little sessions. Through hours and days or maybe weeks spent alone with my reflections. Through counting mirrors and leaves of ivy. I’m discarded. I’m—

			‘Kam.’ Kiaran’s whisper of my nickname invades my thoughts. I almost shiver at how he says it. Like he loves the sound of it. Like it’s an intimate word, a promise.

			I try again. Desperately, I pull up another image of my mother. Her smile, her laugh, the way she could always—

			‘Kam.’ Kiaran’s voice, louder this time. More insistent.

			‘Go away,’ I hiss. I press my fingers harder into the bites beneath the sleeve of my shift. My nails dig in. Focus. Remember.

			His impatient Highland brogue tears through my concentration. ‘Goddamn it, open your eyes and look at me.’

			What the …? My eyes fly open. Oh, lord. My imagination doesn’t do Kiaran justice. He’s standing over me, inky black hair long enough to rest at the collar of his pale wool shirt. My memories never could quite capture the way light gives his skin a tawny glow, or the way his eyes are as bright and vivid as a lilac in bloom.

			I can’t help it; my gaze lingers on his cheek, where the light shield had burned him so badly that I could see the bone beneath. All of his injuries have healed over with smooth, unblemished skin.

			He can’t be real. I’m only imagining him. Not real. ‘You said you couldn’t enter the Sìth-bhrùth,’ I say, certain now. Lonnrach must have created him just to torture me. He’s changing tactics. ‘Not without dying.’

			With an impatient look, Kiaran holds out his hand. When I reach for him – entirely without thinking – my fingers pass through his skin. They pass through. As if he was a bloody specter.

			I snatch my hand back. ‘So Lonnrach did conjure you up. Well, it won’t work.’

			He mutters a curse, so very Kiaran-like. Lonnrach is good at this.

			‘I can project myself here without dying,’ Kiaran says, sounding somewhat irritated. ‘If I feel inclined to use an exhausting amount of power.’

			I’m still suspicious. ‘Then why have you never visited before?’

			‘Lonnrach put wards up that made it difficult to track you, and they take time to dismantle. My sister is still working through the one that leads to this room.’ He gestures to himself. ‘She was able to lift it just enough for this form to pass through while she finishes. Satisfied?’

			If I allow myself to believe him … no. I can’t. Lonnrach has been in my mind. I’ve taken his food. He can make me see whatever he wants. ‘No. I don’t believe you.’

			‘Your stubbornness is commendable, truly,’ Kiaran says drily. ‘I’m grateful you still have it.’

			‘See? That’s how I know you’re Lonnrach’s creation.’ I wag my finger at him. ‘Kiaran always hated my stubbornness.’

			‘Honestly, at the moment I’m having a hard time not mistaking it for stupidity.’

			I glare at him. ‘As a figment of my imagination, I demand you stop insulting me.’ I press my fingernails into the grooves of the bite-marks again and shut my eyes. ‘And go away.’

			He’s quiet for so long, I swear he must have gone. I refuse to open my eyes to find out.

			‘Kam.’ This time when Kiaran says my name, I hear the hint of emotion there barely contained.

			When I open my eyes, he’s staring down at me – no, not at me. At where my fingernails are embedded. The sleeve of my shift has slipped back to reveal the length of my forearm. I watch as he takes in my new scars, my scabbing marks, up to my neck where a dozen more are puckered and healed over. The latest one, just above my collarbone, is still bleeding.

			I don’t think I’ve ever seen his expression so cold and brutal. Not like this. Lonnrach could never have pulled that from my memories. This is really Kiaran. Kiaran. He didn’t abandon me. He’s here for me.

			Kiaran kneels by my side. This time when he reaches for me, his touch is solid. I’m startled by it. It’s been daysweeksmonthsyears since I’ve been touched by someone other than Lonnrach and I almost forgot how gentleness felt. I don’t pull away. Not even when he wraps his fingers around my wrist to draw my arm closer.

			I’m embarrassed by the marks. Now he knows I stopped fighting. That I didn’t resist any more. ‘He wanted … he—’

			‘I know what he wanted.’ Kiaran’s voice is rough, tinged with anger. He traces my scars with his thumb, as if memorizing the pattern of them. ‘I’ll kill him for giving you these.’

			‘No,’ I say, a bit forcefully. Kiaran looks at me, surprised. ‘It’ll be me. It has to be me.’

			I will him to understand. Lonnrach could have broken me. He practically did. All I had left were my memories, my feelings, and once I lost those – I would have been his. It has to be me.

			‘Very well,’ Kiaran says simply.

			That’s not good enough. ‘Promise.’

			Kiaran strokes my wrist with his thumb – once, twice, three times. Stopping when he reaches the part where several marks overlap. ‘On one condition.’ He holds my gaze. ‘You let me be the one who supplies the blade.’

			‘Aye,’ I whisper.

			He understands. We’ve hunted together. We’ve lost a battle together. That’s a bond that lasts a lifetime.

			Kiaran nods. ‘Let’s get you out of here.’

			I’d imagined those words a thousand times, picturing myself strong and capable again. In my imagination, I stand without difficulty. The truth is, when Kiaran helps me to my feet, my vision sways from the blood loss and lingering venom of Lonnrach’s bite. My knees almost immediately buckle.

			Kiaran grasps my shoulders – or tries to. His hands go right through me and I just barely manage to catch myself.

			‘Listen to me.’ His voice muffles slightly, as though he’s speaking across a great distance. ‘This mirror’ – he indicates the nearest one – ‘will lead you to my sister. The ward that was preventing you from leaving should be down by now.’

			‘You’re not coming?’ I try to keep the emotion out of my voice. I just got Kiaran back. I can’t lose him again.

			‘I can’t keep this form for long.’ He’s already fading, his body blurring around the edges.

			‘Wait! Don’t—’

			With his last bit of strength, Kiaran cups my cheek. His ­fingers are warm, so warm. ‘I’ll be waiting for you on the other side.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter 5

			Once through the mirror, I blink hard against the sudden onslaught of natural light. My vision clears and I’m surprised to find myself on the edge of a platform that looks across the Sìth-bhrùth’s crevasse. The other floating platforms are familiar, and I realise they’re the ones I saw when Lonnrach first brought me here. That seems like so long ago now, from another life entirely. 

			I peer up at the building on the platform with me. Its mirrored dome rises high toward the thick rain clouds, glinting in the rays of light that shine through. I recognise the glimmering, star-patterned dome and the opulent structure as the magnificent palace I noticed when I arrived. So it wasn’t a royal residence at all – but a prison.

			I take a moment to close my eyes, to breathe in deep. My lungs fill with winter air, fresh and crisp.

			Later, I tell myself. Once I’m safe.

			I scan the lip of the platform; there’s little space between the wall of the palace and the rim of the rock that descends to the darkness below. Kiaran’s sister is nowhere to be seen.

			Damnation. I edge closer and look over. My stomach drops and I sway on my feet. Instinctively, I crouch closer to the ground, placing my palms to the dirt. No, there’s nothing down there. Not even a platform to leap onto.

			‘I wouldn’t,’ a voice says, only a moment before I’m hit with the taste of power. Rose petals across my tongue, down my throat.

			My head snaps around to see a faery crouched on her own rocky platform a good stone’s throw from the castle. Even at this distance, her beauty is the type to make one feel instantly inadequate. Her long dark hair shines even in the drab landscape. It’s pulled into a plait that reaches her narrow waist. Molten silver eyes meet mine, and there’s a spark of interest there, as if she’s sizing me up.

			She wears fitted trousers and knee-high boots with brass buckles. A raploch coat hangs off her narrow shoulders, so long that it drapes around her like a long blanket.

			This is Kiaran’s sister? I search her face for a resemblance and she immediately says, ‘You’re staring. Is there something wrong with my face?’

			I clear my throat. I had been staring rather intently. ‘Quite sorry. Kiaran said—’

			‘Who?’

			‘Kiaran.’ Is she daft? ‘He said—’

			‘Hmm.’ She considers for a moment. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know anyone by that name.’

			I edge closer to the castle, away from her. Maybe she’s a guard for Lonnrach, here to make sure I don’t make it out of here alive.

			I search for a platform nearby. If this faery is one of Lonnrach’s soldiers, I can’t risk waiting for Kiaran’s sister. I’ll either have to fight or flee, and in the state I’m in, this faery could tear through me like gauze.

			Flee it is.

			‘Are you thinking about jumping?’ the faery asks.

			My voice hardens. ‘No.’ I didn’t survive all that and get this far just to jump.

			‘Because it wouldn’t be a good decision. You’d fall right to the bottom.’ She smacks her hands together. ‘Splat. Emptied into the sea on the other side of the Sìth-bhrùth. A human, of course, would never survive such a thing.’

			‘Likely not, ’ I say drily. So Lonnrach has sent a deranged faery to guard me. He must have been very certain I’d never make it out.

			Maybe Kiaran’s sister is on the other side of the castle. I push to my feet and start walking, nearly letting out a groan when the platform the faery is on follows me. Oh, confound it.

			‘You have blood on your neck. Is it yours? Have you noticed?’

			I freeze. My fingertips immediately feel for the bite marks there, the last ones Lonnrach left on me. Fear quickens my pace. I have to get out of here before he returns. I can’t go back to that. I can’t.

			I try to hold myself together so I don’t stumble, but my knees are trembling. Stay calm. You’re going to escape. You won’t go back there.

			‘So is it?’

			For god’s sake. I whirl on her. ‘Is it what?’

			She nods to my neck. ‘Yours.’

			I narrow my gaze. ‘Has it escaped your notice that I’m mere seconds away from leaping over there and boxing you in the throat?’

			Her hand immediately smacks against her chest. ‘Oh. But I rather value my throat.’

			Maybe if I ignore her, she’ll go away? I continue my circuit around the castle, finally reaching the other side. I sigh. There’s no one else to be found.

			I begin to assess my surroundings on this side. I step toward the ledge and look down again.

			‘You keep looking down there.’ I grit my teeth at her voice. So ignoring her doesn’t work. ‘If you’re not thinking about jumping, is there something you need?’ she asks me. ‘Something you lost?’

			‘If you must know,’ I say tightly, ‘I’m trying to get off this blasted platform.’

			‘That’s a relief,’ she says. ‘I was afraid what you’d lost was important and we’d have to find it at the bottom of the sea.’

			Before I can blink, the faery’s platform is right in front of me and she’s grabbing my wrist to yank me aboard. I pitch forward with a sound of protest. By the time I right myself, our tiny island of rock has moved away from the castle and into the space of the ravine.

			‘What on earth do you think you’re doing?’

			The faery merely lifts a finger, licks it with a quick darting tongue, and raises it into the air. ‘Feeling for wind. Under the right conditions, I’ll be able to open a door between the worlds without Lonnrach detecting.’ She gives me a slow smile. ‘It’s a gift.’

			I narrow my gaze. ‘So you are Kiaran’s sister.’ And you’re completely mental.

			‘Hmm?’ She’s not looking at me. With her finger still in the air, her eyes have gone shadowed, their molten-silver irises swirling and swirling. ‘No, you must be mistaken. I’m Kadamach’s sister. This Kiaran fellow sounds like trouble.’

			Confound it. ‘Kiaran. Is. Kadamach.’

			‘Ah.’ She wiggles her finger as she checks the wind, never breaking her look of intense concentration. ‘Well. That certainly explains why you keep mentioning him,’ she says absently. ‘I’m Aithinne. You must be the Falconer I’ve had a devil of a time finding. Pleased to meet you.’

			I finally notice the subtle resemblances between Aithinne and Kiaran. They have the same gleaming dark hair, the same skin – pale and shining like moonlight. And their eyes, while different in colour, share a similar intensity. She presses her brows together in concentration the same way he does.

			For Kiaran’s sake – and for mine – I suppose I should be ­pleasant. ‘I’m glad you made it out of the mounds,’ I blurt without thinking.

			The second the words leave my mouth, I regret them. I notice how she goes still, how her concentration seems to waver and the light fades slightly from her eyes.

			‘Aye,’ Aithinne says softly. ‘I made it out.’ Finally, she looks at me. Her gaze lands on my scars, on the one she noticed before that’s still bleeding. ‘And so shall you.’

			And now you know precisely how it feels to be that helpless.

			Unlike Aithinne, I didn’t have a thousand faeries in the mirrored room to torture me. I won’t ever forget that it was your kin who put us there. That your precious Kiaran and his sister helped.

			She was trapped there for more than two thousand years with the enemy in a tomblike underground with no escape. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what she went through.

			As if realising I’m studying her, Aithinne sucks in a breath and concentrates harder. After a few quiet moments, she says, ‘I can’t open the door here. The wind is blowing in the wrong direction and we don’t have time to wait.’ She presses her palm flat against the platform. ‘We’ll have to find it.’

			She’s speaking in riddles, for all I understand. ‘Find what? The wind?’ Perhaps my sanity? I believe I have lost something after all.

			Aithinne gestures over my shoulder and I look. Oh, bloody hell. 

			Atop the cliff is one of the deep, dark forests I had seen when I first arrived. This one is so thick that no light reaches below the canopy of branches. The shadows there are a curtain hiding everything from view. The black metal trees tower high, the area in front of them obscured by thick mist that settles at the edge of the cliff.

			I’m not at full strength to defend myself, and she’s suggesting we go through there?

			‘Hell,’ I mutter. Louder: ‘Couldn’t you open a door somewhere else?’

			‘I could open one anywhere,’ she says, not seeming the least bit concerned. ‘But if we don’t want Lonnrach to send an army after us in mere seconds, we must go through there. That’s where the wind changes.’

			I realise then that Aithinne is making our platform move out of synch with the rest of the rocks and buildings. We rise above the dark ravine, higher and higher, until we are level with the edge of the cliffs. From here, I have an even better view of the forest.

			If anything, it’s only more frightening close up. At least from afar the trees didn’t seem capable of mortally wounding me. The branches are sharp and pointed, like spikes shooting off in all directions, and so knifelike that a mere brush against them could prove fatal. They gleam black, smooth as polished chalcedony. Despite their semireflective surface, no light escapes from ­between them.

			The platform reaches the edge of the cliff and Aithinne waits for me to step off. My slippers touch the soil; the rocks beneath my feet glitter like smooth, perfectly cut and polished clear gemstones. Diamonds, perhaps. At any other time, I would have stopped to admire them. Instead, I stare up at the trees with dread.

			‘Whatever you do, don’t wander off,’ Aithinne says, moving to stand beside me. ‘Ruaigidh dorchadas. The shadows in there are living creatures. Do you understand?’

			‘Not really.’ I have visions of murder by tree. It’s rather gruesome.

			Aithinne straightens. ‘It’s really very simple,’ she says, looking up at the branches. ‘Try not to die in there. Don’t trust the darkness. Easy. How humans managed to survive from caves to tenements without knowing any of this, I’ll never understand.’

			I bristle, offended on behalf of my own kind – but then haven’t I thought the same thing? I’ve marveled before that humanity – which was once hunted to near extinction by the fae – let their wisdom be whittled away to mere children’s stories. Half of the stories are misleading nonsense, and the other half are outright rubbish. The folly of humans is truly astounding.

			‘People know about the fae from stories,’ I tell her, listening to the metal tree limbs sing and whistle as the breeze rushes through the forest. ‘They just don’t believe in them any more.’

			She studies me quietly, for the longest time. I don’t miss the flicker of pity that crosses her features, quickly chased away. ‘You’re wrong,’ she tells me. ‘I’d say they believe in them now.’

			I think of the scenes Lonnrach showed me what seems like so long ago. Princes Street in ruins. Ash falling from the sky. I’ve lived with those images in my mirrored prison. They’re burned into my memory. Eventually I had to stop wondering whether Gavin, Derrick, and Catherine survived. I had to stop picturing the horrible ways they must have died. If I hadn’t, Lonnrach would have found a way to use those memories against me. He would have broken me.

			If anyone had survived, they’d have new nightmare stories to tell their children. About how one day an army of fae came through Scotland and destroyed everything. They’ll never even know about the girl who failed them all.

			‘Aye,’ I say softly. ‘I suppose you’re right.’

			Together, we enter the forest.
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