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Irian

I rian watched Fia die.

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

Paid a tithe that was his to pay.

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

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

No.

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

She plunged the Sky-Sword into her heart.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Leaving Irian alone.

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

The Sky-Sword.

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

The Ember Moon.

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

The tithe.

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

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

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

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

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

And Fia was gone.

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

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

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

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

Dawn.

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

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

With a distant sigh, the sun rose.

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

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

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

He was not sure he could bear it.
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He preferred the days. It had been so long since he had been himself during the day, and he glutted himself on it. With his anam cló under his control once more, he flung himself into the blue sky, the high wind, the rippling sunlight, soaring high and higher. Until the air grew thin in his lungs and flowers of frost blossomed on his inky wings. He screamed at the sky until he had no voice left to rage with.

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

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

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

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

And him, alone.

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

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

Chairs broken into matchsticks against vine-climbed walls.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A black swan.

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

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

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

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

He dared not voice the rest of the question.

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

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

Instead, he paced.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

His hope exploded like a sunburst against the dawn.

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

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

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

Irian understood.

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

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

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

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

“Irian,” she whispered. “Irian.”

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

The same elusive green as Fia’s right eye.

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

She had changed their story’s ending.

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

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

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

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

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

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




Part One

The Isle of the Happy

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

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




Chapter One

[image: ]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Wait here.”

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

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

This is no place to be lost. Nor found.

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

Magic. Destiny. Home. Him.

Myself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Then let us have our fight.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What could you possibly demand from me?”

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

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

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

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

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

Parley over.

Oh well.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Irian,” I cried out.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not anymore, colleen.”

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