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Author’s Note

Dear Readers,

I’m thrilled to share the newly revised editions of The Falconer series. When I first submitted the manuscript back in 2011, the fantasy romance market was quite different from what it is today. At the time, the series walked the line between young adult and adult fiction – while common now, was less prevalent then. To ensure it fitted firmly within the YA market of the early 2010s, I was asked to adjust the content accordingly. The result was the original version of The Falconer, which debuted in 2013.

This new edition you’re reading more closely aligns with my original vision. I’ve poured my heart into extensive rewrites and revisions, drawing from the writing experience I’ve gained over the years. Aileana has been aged up, and the pages restore the series to the “new adult” content I had originally intended, while still loosely following the same events from the original books. You can expect a deeper dive into the romance and an exploration of some darker and more violent themes.

I hope you love this revised series as much as I do. Thank you for your continued support, and happy reading!

Best wishes,

Elizabeth May

2024


Please note, The Fallen Kingdom includes a number of themes some readers may prefer not to engage with. These include but are not limited to murder, violence, mention of murder of a parent (off-page), cutting (ritual bloodletting), and PTSD. This work also contains allusions to sexual violence and consumption of blood/exsanguination, which some readers may find upsetting. Please read with care.
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I am reborn in ashes.

The rocks scrape my palms and knees as I haul myself from the scorched earth, spitting grit from my parched lips.

Bloody hell, everything hurts.

My limbs tremble, muscles spasming as if they’ve forgotten their purpose. I squint against the gritty smoke stinging my eyes, taking in the unfamiliar landscape through watery vision.

Where the devil am I? How did I get here?

And who do I have to murder for burying me?

Panic slices through me. I’m in a devastated forest, the skeletal trunks twisting amidst the drifting embers. Nothing stirs save for the lazy swirl of ash caught on a fitful breeze. It’s a graveyard. Lifeless. Barren.

Except for me.

My fingers claw into the soil, desperately seeking purchase on something – anything – familiar. But there’s no clues to indicate how I came to be dumped in this godforsaken place.

Marvellous. Just how I wanted to start my morning – naked and reeking of smoke and death.

Think. How did you get here?

I search my mind for even the barest memory, but it’s an empty vault echoing with shadows. Someone has come along and scooped everything out, leaving nothing but a gaping void where my past should reside – terrifying in its absoluteness. There should be something here. A lifetime of memories.

Panic tightens its hold, crushing the breath from my lungs. I force it down through gritted teeth.

Just breathe, I tell myself. Take stock. See what you’ve got to work with.

Ten fingers, ten toes, all attached where they should be. A small victory, I suppose, though waking up with all limbs intact seems like the absolute bare minimum for a normal existence. Since when did not being dismembered become the standard?

Think. Use your instincts. Focus.

I reach into my mind again for anything familiar and feel … power. Unfamiliar and volatile, pressing at my breastbone with the urgency of a caged beast. Before I can stop myself – before I realise what I’m doing – it surges through my veins, scalding. Dangerous.

I don’t know how to control it.

Fear knots in my belly as my control snaps. Power bursts out of me with a concussive force and a jarring crack echoes across the landscape. A blast of dirt hits my face. My eyes fly open – and horror spears through me.

All the trees have splintered and collapsed, crashing to the earth in a dizzying rain of cinders and char. Clouds of ash swirl upward, freed from the decimated remnants of the forest. Each mote glimmers and dies like a fading star, winking into nothingness.

Pull it in. Leash it. Cage it. You can’t let that happen again.

The volatile power settles back into my chest, a solid weight that leaves me doubled over with a pained gasp. As if it’s stretching the very bones and sinews of my body, forcing itself into a space never meant to contain it. I can feel it searching for weaknesses, any cracks or fissures. Looking for an escape.

This magic doesn’t belong to me.

A low, ancient voice whispers through my mind then. I came to make you an offer.

More disjointed flashes – the brush of brittle fingers against mine. A skeletal embrace. Then pain, searing and excruciating—

I force the unhelpful, fragmented images down into the dark well of memory.

You need to focus if you’re going to get out of here.

The problem is, I’ve no idea where here is. The panic bubbles up again inside my chest, a fist intent on crushing the breath from my lungs.

Stay calm, I order myself. I try to latch onto some basic fact, anything to clear the desperation. Start small. What’s my name?

Surely I remember my own damned name.

But the answer eludes me, dancing just out of reach. I grasp at emptiness where my identity should be.

Fear slices into my chest. What sort of person doesn’t know their own name?

It feels like it should come easily – the shape of it in my mouth, the cadence, the letters forming a familiar pattern. But when I push against the dark corners of my mind, the answer dances just out of reach.

I’ve never known panic so visceral that it threatens to choke me. I pick up my pace through the scorched skeletons of the once proud forest, heedless of the debris tearing at the tender soles of my feet. I need to find answers before the lack of them shatters the last scrap of my sanity.

Up ahead, a sliver of sunlight cuts through the oppressive clouds. It glints off the smooth surface of a loch nestled between the charred hills.

Maybe if I see my reflection, it will trigger something. A name. My face. Anything to prove I exist outside of this harrowing blank canvas.

I break into a desperate sprint, tearing through the blackened trees. Twigs slash at my feet, but I ignore each bright spark of pain. I burst from the tree line and race down the rocky beach, making straight for what appears to be the skeletal remains of a dock. The weathered planks seem just sturdy enough to bear my weight.

My feet strike the cracked boards, and the entire structure gives an ominous groan in protest. When I finally reach the dock’s end, I sink onto my stomach and peer down at my wavering reflection in the still water.

The face staring back makes my breath snag painfully in my chest. Because those eyes – those aren’t mine. I know with absolute certainty they should be a different colour. A warm, earthy hazel flecked through with strands of emerald and umber. These irises gleam like molten gold, radiant amber ringed in fathomless black. Strange and lovely and unsettling.

Not mine.

I examine the rest of my features, searching for some flaw proving this is all an illusion conjured by my shattered mind. But the face peering up at me through the gentle ripples is familiar. A light constellation of freckles scattered across sharp cheekbones. Flame-coloured hair curling in wild disarray around a delicate jaw. Full lips and arched brows set over those eerie, luminous eyes.

I keep returning to them, unable to focus on anything but that unearthly glow. I see something shift under the surface, a ripple of shadow beneath the amber.

Before I can think better of it, I’m reaching for the reflection of this stranger wearing my skin. The moment I make contact, liquid agony lances through me – a white-hot pike spearing every nerve.

Frost blooms under my fingertips, sending ice crystals extending like fractals across the loch. I watch in horrified fascination as the frigid tendrils multiply, elaborate whorls and spikes of frozen lace blooming in their wake.

I try desperately to draw the power back, but it bucks and strains against my hold, testing the limits of my control. And I’m not strong enough to contain its fury. The ice spreads unchecked toward the craggy rocks lining the distant beach. I’m helpless to halt its relentless advance.

“Slow down,” I choke out. My pleading whisper goes unheeded. This is chaos given form – untamed and brutal.

“Stop! Please, just stop.” The magic thrashes like a wounded beast.

I somehow wrestle the volatile power back to that cramped space between my ribs. My body bows against the pain, containing something so lethal and powerful within such a fragile shell. Now, the loch and shore lie locked under a smooth sheet of ice.

What did I just do?

Another fragmented memory rises – a withered hand crushing mine, cracked lips whispering against my ear. Then agony, as that ruthless magic is forced into my veins. My screams echo.

I stagger under the weight of the image, barely catching myself against a nearby boulder before my legs buckle. Gasping, I turn from the glittering expanse of the loch and stumble up the rocky beach on quivering limbs, urgency lending me speed. I need to control the volatile power still shivering through my body before I hurt someone.

Kill someone.

What am I? The thought whispers through my mind, taking sinister root.

Fae.

No. I reject the insidious notion outright. I’m not one of them. I stare at my hands, cataloguing the small cuts stippling my skin. The sting offers some hollow reassurance – mortals bleed so easily. It’s in our nature.

I’m still human.

But everything about my existence feels wrong. Unnatural.

The steady rhythm of approaching hooves pulls me from my troubled musings. Three pairs, drawing nearer across the rocky terrain. The synchronised impact resonates through the soles of my feet, vibrating up my legs and buzzing along my nerves.

Power precedes the riders, rich and heady in the air. It teases my senses, speaking to something primal coiled deep inside me. Something that stirs and unfurls in response, attuned to the song of ancient magic woven into the fabric of this world.

My gaze drops again to the icy loch, then to my hands, red and swollen. I’m aware of three things, with chilling certainty :

I possess lethal power that’s not my own.

Fae are riding to find me.

And I have no memory of who I am.
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The soles of my feet slap against the smooth beach rocks as I take off running.

I push myself faster, breaths coming in ragged gasps as I crest the sandy bank and hit the charred earth of the dead forest. Power barrels out of me, forcing the blackened branches overhead to bend and crack, opening a path through the devastation.

The steady rhythm of approaching hooves pounds louder in my ears, matched only by the frantic hammering of my pulse. The riders are getting closer with every passing second. They must sense I’m near – my magic had spilled out unchecked. As clear as a beacon.

I pour on another burst of speed even as pain lances up my legs.

Can’t stop. Can’t slow down now.

Up ahead, the dark edge of the living forest looms. A refuge promising shelter. Little is visible beyond the first thick line of evergreens, the dense canopy swallowing what meagre sunlight filters down. The soaring trunks are shrouded in deep shadows – the ideal place to hide and wait. The pine boughs creak and groan overhead as I sprint beneath their outstretched limbs.

I plunge headlong into that beckoning darkness.

The familiarity of this – preparing an ambush, letting the shadows embrace and hide me – feels like coming home. I’ve done this countless times before. The certainty of it settles my racing heart, steadies my ragged breath. Muscle memory takes over and guides my steps.

Sharp rocks and gnarled roots bite at the tender soles of my feet, but I barely feel the pain. A strange exhilaration sharpens my focus. I pour on another burst of speed and make a running leap. Then I’m through the treeline, swallowed whole by the lightless undergrowth.

The air seems to freeze here. Not a single ray of sunlight penetrates the dense canopy overhead. I feel my way between massive tree trunks, seeking out the inkiest pool of shadow I can find.

Pressing my back against the rough bark, I melt into the darkness and wait.

The riders are close, their mounts’ hooves thudding on the frozen earth as they sweep the treeline. I hear the creak of saddles, the jingle of bridles.

And beneath it all, a whisper of power searching. Hunting. Probing the gnarled trunks around me.

It brushes the nape of my neck, raising every fine hair along my arms. I press harder against the wood behind me, holding still. The power slides over my skin. Testing. As if it can sense the unstable magic churning inside whoever I am now.

With painstaking care, I rein my power in, leashing it tight. The volatile force pulses and strains inside my chest, testing the fragile bonds I’ve imposed. It craves release from the confines I’ve trapped it in.

But not yet. Soon.

I risk a quick peek around the tree trunk shielding me. Through the dense undergrowth, I catch a glimpse of the riders. Their skin shines even in this lightless place.

Unseelie. Their insatiable hunger resonates through the air, familiar sensation to me on an instinctive level. It calls to something feral and unchecked dwelling deep within me. Makes it stir and unfurl, attuned to the ancient song of their lethal magic.

“Here,” one says. “The trail ends here.”

Even from my hidden vantage, I can make out the crimson shade of his hair, the ruthless cut of his jaw. Everything about them screams predator.

“Is it the Queen?” another asks, tone wary.

A low response I can scarcely hear. “Doesn’t feel like her. But she might have sent someone …”

The Queen. An image flits through my mind, there and gone before I can grasp it. Another lost relic from the yawning void swallowing my past.

They drift closer to my sanctuary. I watch their controlled movements, the unnatural grace of each step. Not a single stray sound gives their presence away. But they don’t sense me.

I scan the leaf-strewn ground, searching for anything that might serve as a makeshift weapon. My gaze snags on the pointed pine needles littering the earth around me.

My power. I can craft my own blade.

I seize a fallen branch and slice it sharply across my forearm, gritting my teeth against the bright flare of pain. Crimson wells up in the wound’s wake, rich and redolent. I guide the first hot drops down along the length of the branch, letting my volatile magic awaken and surge through it.

The wood begins to sizzle and steam. Then it twists, warping. Flattening, honing, sharpening into a lethal point designed to punch through armour and part flesh in a single brutal thrust.

Now it’s a thing of terrible beauty. A dagger forged of my blood and power, its edges kissed by an ethereal inner flame.

An elegant instrument of death – perfectly crafted just for me.

A familiar purpose settles over me, steadying my heart against my ribs. This – the hunt, the kill – is part of who I am. My body recalls it, even if my mind can’t. I move through the underbrush on silent feet, knees bending to allow swift, gliding steps. Breath spilling from my lungs in steady exhales so as not to make a sound.

Ready. Waiting for the ideal moment to strike.

The rearmost fae never realises I’m there until my arm snakes around him in a lethal embrace. My palm slaps over his mouth, stifling any cry of alarm. In the same fluid motion, I draw the makeshift blade across his exposed throat with a vicious swipe. He dies quick and clean and silent. I feel his energy spill into me, lighting my volatile magic up from within. It responds with a heady rush, singing a hymn only I can hear. A song of death and power.

The other two riders pause up ahead, posture stiffening at some subconscious warning from their immortal instincts. But they don’t turn back. Merely exchange hand signals and continue, confident their companion guards their backs. A fatal mistake.

I lower the slain fae’s body and loop wide around the nearest tree trunk as I close in. He never knew what hit him. Never saw my blade coming until it was too late. His companions won’t either.

I slide up behind the next target on silent feet, one with him now. My palm claps over his mouth at the same instant my other arm embraces him. I feel his startled intake of breath warm against my skin. Then I ram the makeshift dagger up under his ribs, piercing his heart. He lets out a muffled scream that ends in a wet gurgle. I hold him close as he slumps, keeping him upright until the last shudders of death subside.

Then I release my grip, letting the corpse fall to the ground.

I glance up as the final fae turns, eyes widening at the gruesome spectacle before him. He sees the glimmering trickle of crimson sliding down my blade, tapping an ominous beat against the ground. Tap, tap, tap.

And in that moment, I know I must look like death itself has come calling.

His features shift, dread bleeding away to something far more chilling. Recognition.

“You,” he whispers.

Minutes ago, seeing myself reflected in those depthless eyes would have given me pause. But I’m too far gone now, lost in the hypnotic melody of my own lethal power. Its wild music pounds through my veins, an irresistible siren’s call.

The fae makes no move to flee, no move to fight.

That’s his second and final miscalculation.

My fingers caress the hilt of my makeshift dagger, finding the perfect grip. I pull my arm back, exhaling slowly. Then I whip it forward in a blinding arc. It strikes true, punching deep through the fae’s throat. He crumples to the ground.

A slain beast brought down by the huntress.

I retrieve my weapon, studying the corpse almost dispassionately as I wipe the mingled blood from the razor edge. This feels like a ritual. Purpose, not slaughter.

Another flicker of power ripples through the air, snaring my attention. This one is lighter, insubstantial as sunshine. It calls to something bright and vulnerable dwelling just beneath the surface of what I’ve become.

Something human.

I turn, searching for the source. There, between the trees. A small sphere of golden light, as fragile as a candle flame. It hovers at eye level, barely substantial enough to fill a cupped palm.

“Aileana,” it whispers.


3

The name pierces through the haze of violence, sinking claws deep.

Aileana.

A curse and a prayer all at once. Seven damning letters that call up pieces of the past, shards I can’t grasp. Slotting into grooves worn by endless repetition. I’ve heard that name – my name – spilling from countless lips over the years in every possible inflexion. Whispered over my cradle, shouted in fury, sobbed out in grief.

The pixie’s face swims up from the tangled mess in my thoughts. I can practically feel the velvet-soft brush of his wings beneath my fingertips. Hear the bright peal of his laughter when I make some wry observation about lace or flounces.

“Aileana,” the pixie exclaims again in delight, scattering my focus. “I noticed a flare of power, and it felt like you, but …” He stops short, tilting his head as he takes in my haggard appearance. “Why are you wandering about starkers in the woods? And your eyes—” His brow furrows. “How can you be—”

He darts toward me in a blur of wings and questions, and instinct takes over. The comfortable haze of battle-readiness settles over me, narrowing the world to this singular certainty : violence. It’s the only thing I’ve known since clawing out of the earth.

Alone.

I don’t know you. I don’t know that name. You weren’t there when I scraped and tore my way up through the charred soil, choking on ash and darkness.

No one was.

My makeshift dagger slices through the scant space separating us, a vicious warning.

“Stay back.” The steel in my voice surprises even me. “Don’t come any closer.”

His eyes narrow. “Put that bloody weapon down, you daft woman. What’s got into you?”

Nothing. And everything. I’m hollow inside, a ghost haunting my own mind.

The pixie tries to manoeuvre around the dagger, but I keep it firmly in place. Why does he seem to think I should trust him?

“Don’t. I don’t want to hurt you.”

He snorts. “Has dying stripped every last wit from that head of yours?”

Dying.

The word spears through me, a crushing weight forcing the air from my lungs in a pained gasp. A phantom ache blooms below my sternum. On instinct, I press my palm there, half expecting it to come away wet with blood. But the skin is smooth under my touch, unbroken save for a raised line bisecting my chest. It’s too neat, too surgical, to be anything but deliberate. The perfect brutal angle designed to pierce a beating heart.

“I died?”

Then what brought me back?

A fragmented whisper teases the frayed edges of my memory, as soft as a rustle of feathers on the wind : I came to make you an offer.

The pixie’s impatient snort interrupts my spiralling thoughts. “Yes. Now, can we get to the part where you put down the bloody dagger and give me a damn hug?”

“How long have I been dead?”

His hands fist at his sides as if resisting the urge to shake me. “Two months, nineteen days.”

Two months. Nearly three. And I can’t recall any of it. None of my life before waking up in this forest surrounded by miles of charred earth and dead trees. No memories to tell me who I am. Nothing but this emptiness threatening to swallow me.

I run my fingers along my arms, seeking … what? Answers etched into my skin? Some clue revealing who I was? But the only story my unmarred flesh tells is a false one. My questing fingertips recall the uneven feel of marred skin. The ridges and whorls left by countless scars. The shape of bites, dozens and dozens of them.

These hands remember holding blades. I know what it feels like to end a life. To take and take until there’s nothing left but smoke and ash.

“I don’t remember anything,” I whisper. The admission hovers between us, fragile as a moth’s wing.

Derrick clicks his tongue. “You’ll have to be more specific, darling. Do you remember dying?”

I shake my head.

“How you got those freaky golden eyes?”

“No.”

“How about that smashing new talent for levelling forests to rubble?”

I let out a brittle laugh. “Still no.”

“Christ alive,” he mutters. “I’m Derrick. I lived in your house in Edinburgh and ate all your food. You’re my companion. Our home is now a ruin after the fae destroyed everything.” Desperation colours each word. “But more importantly, I made all your pretty dresses with ribbons and ruffles and flounces. You used to look like you belonged on some fancy cake, and now—” He lets out a mournful sigh. “Now you’re wandering around stark naked and feral.” The pixie makes another distressed noise. “Wait here.”

As if I have anywhere else to bloody go.

I shift my weight, trying to work some warmth back into my toes. I feel the cold now that the thrill of battle has receded.

Eventually, the pixie returns with a bundle of fabric clutched in his arms.

“Here,” he says, dumping the pile at my feet. “Put these on before you catch your death. I found them in an abandoned crofter’s cottage nearby.”

I waste no time shrugging into the oversized tunic, trousers, and soft leather boots. They’ve seen better days, worn thin in places and reeking of woodsmoke. But beggars can’t be choosers. And I’m so cold all other considerations fall away. Neither my dignity nor hygiene rank high on my priority list at the moment.

He casts a mournful glance at the garments. “I’ll stitch you up something lovely as soon as I can. Maybe velvet. Or silk.”

Then he burrows into my tangled mess of hair without warning. His small hands stroke over my scalp, my temple, my cheek in soothing sweeps. Like he’s reassuring himself that I’m really here. I shut my eyes, feeling some tight knot inside me loosen beneath his gentle ministrations.

Then I hear him sniff and make an aggrieved noise. “Please don’t tell me you’ve been wandering around like this for long.”

“I came out of the ground just before you arrived. And I couldn’t remember how I got there.”

“You climbed straight out of the bloody ground?” He prods my skull again in earnest, sweeping hair aside. “No wonder you were half-feral when I found you. Did you hit your head? Are you addled?” He tuts in disapproval. “You mortals and your fragile heads. One knock and your brains start leaking from your ears.” Derrick holds up a hand, waving it before my eyes. “Let’s have you count fingers. Check you’ve not gone simple on me.”

I bat his fretting hands away with a scowl. “There’s nothing wrong with my vision or my wits. Stop fussing.”

Derrick clicks his tongue in reproach. “Well, excuse me for worrying. It’s not as if you’re behaving rationally just now.” After another few moments inspecting me for injuries, he concedes, “The good news is, you seem free of any mortal wounds. I suppose you’ll live after all. Congratulations.”

I roll my eyes. “Thanks ever so. And the bad news?”

“You clawed your way straight out of the bloody ground, you don’t have a single memory rattling around that empty skull, and you’re gawping at me like a startled lamb.” Derrick ticks each point off on his fingers. “But apart from that, tip-top shape.”

I fix him with a glare. “Any other helpful observations? Theories about why I can’t recall a damn thing about my life?”

Derrick pulls back, tapping one finger against his lips. “Well, you did die. And humans have such fragile brains. That explains the memory loss.” His face lights up. “Wait! I know someone who can help.”

My pulse kicks faster. “Who?”

“Aithinne, of course.” When I just stare blankly, Derrick sighs. “She’s the Seelie Queen. A bit touched in the head most days. Babbles nonsense, but mostly harmless, unless she takes a notion to kill you. But before visiting with monarchs, we need to clean up this little mess.”

I glance down at the broken fae warriors, taking in the twisted limbs and crimson-soaked armour. The metallic tang of blood is cloying and heavy on the air.

“Right. I suppose leaving corpses strewn about isn’t subtle,” I say.

Derrick gives an exaggerated eye roll. “Astute observation. I can see those months mouldering underground did wonders for your intellect.”

I resist the urge to flick him off my shoulder. Barely.

With an impatient huff, Derrick dives to the forest floor and begins churning up soil and rocks with surprising efficiency for such a diminutive creature. He excavates a hole several feet deep and wide in the loamy earth, using his bare hands and bursts of volatile magic. I watch the stacked pile of displaced dirt grow higher as he keeps digging, showing no signs of tiring.

When he notices me staring, Derrick shoots me an aggrieved look. “Well? Don’t just stand there. Since you did the slaughtering, it’s only fair you assist with the burying.”

I arch an eyebrow at him. “You’re awfully demanding for someone who can be stuffed in a teacup.”

He sniffs, affronted. “Your sense of measurement must be as addled as your memories. I’d fit in a teapot, at least.”

Rolling my eyes, I grasp the nearest fae corpse under the arms and drag it across the leaf-strewn ground toward the waiting pit. Bloody hell, the bastard’s as heavy as a draft horse with all that ornate armour strapped on. My fingers skid through the blood coating the plates. I have to dig my heels in and put my back into it just to get the sodding corpse to budge.

“Why are we hiding the bodies?” I ask once I’ve manhandled the dead soldier over the pit’s crumbling edge. He lands with a dull metallic thud. One down, two to go. “Why not just leave them for the crows?”

Derrick pauses, regarding me with pursed lips. “Because, you unbearably obtuse woman, we’re in the middle of a precarious truce between the Seelie Queen and Unseelie King.” He returns to his energetic excavating efforts. “Once the latter catches wind of his warriors’ demise, that fragile peace will shatter quicker than your mortal nerves. The King will assume the Queen’s declared open war.”

Derrick tosses another shovelful of dirt aside, movements sharp with urgency. “Burying the evidence buys Aithinne time to prepare her forces.” His glow dims as he adds softly, almost to himself, “Time for them to keep pretending there’s a way to avoid a slaughter.”

I still at his ominous words, my insides turning to ice. Apparently, I’ve already started a war between ancient, lethal monarchs mere hours after clawing myself from the cold earth. Bloody perfect.

“I didn’t mean to provoke a conflict my first day back among the living,” I say. “Seems excessive, even for me. I think.”

Derrick just shakes his head, expression grim. “There’s no point apologising. This was inevitable.” He returns to shovelling soil and debris with a single-minded focus. “One of them had to make the first move. They’ve delayed the final confrontation as long as possible, hoping another solution would present itself.” His expression tightens. “It didn’t. Now events will unfold quickly, ready or not.”

I stare at his hunched shoulders as I hook my hands under the second corpse’s arms and drag it over the pit’s edge. It lands on the first with a crunch. I find myself lingering, fingertips ghosting over the intricate whorls etched into the slain warrior’s vambrace. He can’t have seen more than a century or two, this one. Practically an infant by the long measure of the fae.

My chest squeezes at the waste, the senselessness of it all. I glance back at the pixie’s shadowed face. “Isn’t there another way to resolve their feud? Can’t I explain it was my fault to the Unseelie King? Make him see reason?”

Derrick barks out a sharp, mirthless laugh. “This isn’t some harmless spat over pasture rights. One of them has to die for our world to survive. Best we stay clear of the blast radius and let fate run its course.”

I fall silent once more, the weight of his grim proclamation ringing in my ears. No other options left. Only violence and more death loom on the horizon. But layered beneath my frustration simmers an emotion I can’t quite name. A kernel of irrational hope that this coming confrontation could be avoided.

But my memories offer no alternative solutions. Only the certainty that there is one. I just can’t access the damn thing.

Derrick pauses, eyeing me as if sensing the direction of my troubled thoughts. “I know that mulish expression. Don’t go entertaining whatever fool heroic notion just popped into your empty head.” His voice softens a fraction as he adds, “Some roads only end one way, no matter how we wish otherwise.”

Frustration knots my shoulders. I bite back a sharp retort and turn my attention to rolling the final corpse into place with more force than necessary. The body lands on the other two, their armour clanking together.

I exhale, trying to release the tension coiling tighter within me by the second. “Tell me about the monarchs. I’m operating without my memories to guide me.”

Derrick makes a noncommittal noise. “They were born of the same source, brother and sister. But she gained a conscience first and tried to bind his violent nature.” His lips thin, bitterness creeping into his tone. “Not that her mercy did much good in the end. He’s a rabid animal who needs to be put down.”

I flinch, his cold words landing like blows. An echo of pain slices through my chest as if in empathy. “You truly think he’s beyond saving?”

“He’s a plague on this earth.” Derrick’s words snap like a whip, startling me with their vehemence. Clearly, this subject has struck a nerve. His small frame vibrates with outrage as he continues, “The land itself dies a little more each day that he still draws breath. Only one of them can walk away from their final clash. For all our sakes, it had better be her.”

For one wavering moment, I see it again – two diverging paths stretched out before me. One ends in salvation, the other in ruin.

I shut my eyes, steeling myself. Then, I reach for the past. Strain against that stubborn wall severing me from who I was.

I’m assaulted by a maelstrom of blurred images and muffled words, none distinct enough to grasp before they’re gone. But lacing it all is a sense of urgency that leaves my hands unsteady, my breath coming short and fast. A feeling that we’re balanced on the crux of something : a pivotal moment I can still change.

Pain slams through my temples, and I bite my tongue, suppressing a cry. The crushing pressure builds behind my eyes until I fear my skull might split apart and spill its secrets.

With a pained gasp, I release my desperate hold on the fraying memory and return to myself. I’m kneeling in the dirt, fingers knotted into my hair. Slowly, I uncurl them, focusing on steadying each inhale and exhale until the throbbing recedes to a faint, distant ache.

“What was that about?” Derrick hovers before me.

I scrub a shaky hand over my face. “I tried to force my memories back. It was a spectacular failure.”

Derrick tsks in disapproval. “As I suspected. Your little sojourn six feet under likely scrambled that fragile mortal brain. Be grateful you can still walk and dress yourself without assistance.”

“We’re running out of time.” The quiet words drop like stones in the stillness between us. They ring with grim portent, sending a shiver down my spine. But their meaning continues to elude me.

Derrick frowns down at me. “What are you on about now?”

I just shake my head. There are no answers to give.

One step at a time. Survive this moment first.

Bury the dead.
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