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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      In hindsight, I should have known that kneeling in front of a mythborn and suggesting he take his pants off would look wrong to any onlooker. On the other hand, neither Connor nor I could have predicted that someone would barge into his workshop at the very moment we were trying to test a new charm for his harness.

      The sturdy web of leather and wire surrounded Connor’s leg, holding various amulets and charms in place, and from what little I understood of its intricate design, it was meant to ease pain and allow him to walk. It felt only right that I helped him to improve the harness, as I was, at least indirectly, responsible for his disability. I thought that contact with his skin could help magic within the amulets and charms work better, thus the pants-off remark I threw.

      Connor reacted to my enhancement ideas with a slight amusement, but he didn’t protest trying things out. At times, I couldn’t help wondering whether he did so to ease the guilt I felt whenever I remembered the circumstances that led to his injury, back when humanborn and mythborn were still at war.

      He, of course, chose to remember only the good part of our first meeting, namely the fact I dragged him away from a giant’s path, saving his life, but I couldn’t forget what preceded it. It was a skirmish like any others in the war, so its details eluded me, and I might have not remembered the strike that would make me very personally responsible for his lame leg.

      He never brought it up, though, as if my saving his life had erased all my prior deeds. Back then, if anyone had learned of it, I would have been branded a traitor. Now it had earned me the only friendly person in the mythborn-filled Court, a place I was stuck in for the past weeks, and his workshop had become a retreat from the Court politics and gossip, especially that hardly anyone ever visited it.

      Well, at least until now.

      I sprang to my feet at the sound of the door opening with more force than necessary and faced the scrutiny of a mythborn female whose expression made it clear that the old “this isn’t what it looks like” response just wasn’t going to cut it. She had red hair, thought more in the carrot department than in the fiery one, and skin similar to Connor’s: peach, with slightly darker, marble-like veins marking it. Many of the mythborn had skin that bore resemblance to natural objects—stone, wood, sand, and so on, often in odd or fantastical hues, so it had to be a trait of their species. The amount of makeup covering the newcomer’s face suggested she didn’t consider her skin pretty.

      “Clíodhna, have you met Kaja? She’s a myth-touched learning our craft.” Connor lifted from his chair, his moves stiff as the unbalanced harness immobilized his leg. “Kaja, this is my cousin, Clíodhna.”

      I envied his composure. He acted as if there was nothing improper about the situation, or perhaps he cared little of what others thought of him. During the past days, I’d caught glimpses of dismissal or pity other mythborn had for him, so I wasn’t surprised he didn’t bother trying to win anyone’s approval. He stood confident, ignoring that the harness was forcing his body into an odd and likely uncomfortable position, and he stared at Clíodhna expectantly as if she was the one to explain herself.

      Clíodhna glanced at me once more before focusing on Connor, and as soon as she opened her mouth, a wave of mythborn language slipped from her perfectly shaped—or rather perfectly outlined—lips. Nothing made it clearer that I wasn’t invited to join the conversation than speaking language I hardly knew. Judging from the bits I caught, I wasn’t missing anything important.

      “Yes, I’ll see you in the evening,” Connor replied tiredly.

      I considered it a courtesy that he insisted on using English, even if she didn’t. All mythborn displayed uncanny linguistic skills, learning languages quickly, so she knew English at least as well as I did, if not better, considering we both were second-language speakers.

      She opened her mouth, but Connor waved his hand.

      “It’s my leg that is incapacitated, not my mind,” he said with clear ire. As all the mythborn I’d met, he was proud. “I can remember about a dinner with my relatives.”

      Clíodhna’s lips arched, dissatisfaction lurking in the creases of her mouth, but she nodded. Then she left without even acknowledging me, and I was alone with Connor again.

      “I apologize.” Connor leaned over the table and picked up one of the amulets we’d removed from his harness before the incident. “Clíodhna’s convinced that she’s doing me a favor by dragging me to those family meals.”

      He reattached the amulet where it belonged and ran his hand along his thigh and the magical harness, bringing my feeling of guilt back while he readjusted the charms and removed the newest addition. Words weren’t necessary—I knew it didn’t work the way we’d hoped for. So much for my brilliant ideas that were supposed to undo what I had possibly caused in one simple charm.

      “We should get back to your lessons,” he said.

      His casual tone reminded me to not dwell on the past even if we both were haunted by it. After all, we weren’t enemies anymore, not even because the war had ended. I was now what they called a myth-touched, a magically changed humanborn, and a member of the mythborn Court… Well, at least a nominal one. That meant we were on the same side.

      Connor had never said it openly, but he made it clear that the quicker I made the transition from thinking like humanborn to behaving like a mythborn, the better. Until then, he suggested between the lines in quite an uneasy manner, as if he was forced to pass the message rather than believed in it, I was stuck within the old Collins Barracks building that used to house the Museum of Decorative Arts and History and currently was the seat of the mythborn side of the government.

      With a sigh, I took the pile of parchments he offered. “I hope you don’t expect me to match the finesse of your carvings.” Memorizing a bunch of unfamiliar squiggles was a pain enough, and adding the mythborn equivalent of calligraphy to that tedious task wasn’t on my list.

      Connor smirked. “You could refine your skills a bit. You wouldn’t ruin so many amulets if your etchings were more precise.”

      “I don’t think improving my carving skills is what’s going to convince Lady Eithne to let me out of here.”

      When I’d first emerged from the magical pool that saved me from death and made me into a myth-touched, the head of the Court insisted I stayed around for a while, as if going outside meant venturing into some sort of a savage land and not into a city that might still bear the marks of the past war but had already recovered enough to welcome tourists from abroad.

      Lady Eithne wasn’t even trying to make my stay sound like a suggestion, and having survived only because of her benevolence, I had little room for defiance. She let me write a short letter to Albert, likely to ensure that the Trinitians, or rather their leader himself, didn’t go to war over the lack of news from me. But that was it when it came to the contact with the outside world, so as days passed, my patience was wearing thin.

      I’d been spending most of my time in Connor’s workshop, and even though his tutoring had immensely improved my skills of amulet, charm, and curse making, I had never intended to become a full-time artisan. When I first picked it up, it was mostly curiosity to see if the craft could help stabilize the chaotic magic that raged within me back then. I got better over time, creative with what little I knew, but learning it properly meant boring basics and simple tasks.

      Connor sighed and shook his head. “Give the lady some time. Now her mind is focused on chasing down the other Snake agents.”

      “It’s not like I want in on it,” I replied with more bitterness than intended.

      My last encounter with the Snake’s servants was still fresh in my mind, including the memories of Emma’s talons tearing into me and the magic poison eating away my body. Those images returned every other night in a fresh set of nightmares, spicing up the vast collection of bad dreams I already had.

      “But she could say, ‘Hey, Kaja, go for a walk, just be back before dinnertime,’ and I swear I wouldn’t be late,” I added.

      He gave me an apologetic glance, and I didn’t press him. Whatever reasons Lady Eithne had for keeping me at the Court, he wasn’t at liberty to discuss them, and the last thing I wanted was to make him feel guilty. He was kind enough to teach me and offer some distraction and companionship. Otherwise, stuck alone at the Court, I’d likely have gone insane.

      “Why don’t you take these to the garden?” he offered all of a sudden. “I wrote down the names of the runes in English for you, so you can study there and get some fresh air. Take a few days to learn them and relax. Being stuck in a workshop day after day doesn’t do anyone any good.”

      I bit down the remark that he was spending even more time in said workshop than I did, and I snatched the papers in a desperate swipe. Even if going to the Court’s so-called garden wasn’t the same as going outside freely, I appreciated the thought. It didn’t matter whether he really cared about my wellbeing or was simply tired with my growing frustration and low-key whining—his suggestion gave me a way out, and I needed it badly.

      Otherwise I’d risk losing the only friendly mythborn I had around.
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        * * *

      

      What the mythborn called the garden, I considered a greenhouse. Located on the topmost floor of the building, it wasn’t open to the outside weather. Instead, charms provided light imitating the sunshine Eireland always lacked anyway and produced a light summer breeze that carried scents of flowers and ripe fruit. Countless pots and flowerbeds took most of the space, and only narrow gravel paths led through the greenery. The mythborn architects had also removed parts of the roof, replacing it with tall windows—something I noticed back when I was only a visitor to the Court but never bothered to ponder, and even now they made little sense to me. One could look down into the courtyard, though I wasn’t sure what for, since the empty cobblestoned square didn’t offer anything worth watching.

      I sat on the bench, pretending to study the runes, so that the few mythborn around would leave me alone. Not that many of them would stoop to a conversation with me anyway. Those who had the time to visit the garden midday were usually spoiled nobles, and I was hardly better than a humanborn in their eyes. In a way, not much changed in my relations with most of the Court mythborn since I’d become the myth-touched, except that instead of being able to go home whenever I’d had enough of their company, I was stuck here with those pricks.

      Their hushed conversations reached my ears so clearly it was as if I was sitting next to them. The peculiar skill I’d acquired during my lifesaving ritual seemed to be growing stronger instead of waning, so at some point I had to learn how to control it. But listening in was more annoying than useful, as the meaning of their words escaped me more often than not. Many mythborn used primarily English and Irish, making the communication with everyone else easy, but some kept to their own language that after hundreds of years of separation hardly resembled the old Gaelic that they might have once shared with humans. I had to learn some of it if I wanted to get information they would be keeping from me otherwise, but at the same time I doubted any of the mythborn in the garden had anything meaningful to share. I suspected most of their conversations were gossip or some petty political games.

      Yet I needed to hone my newly acquired skill. If I’d paid more attention to it, maybe I would have recognized the sound of footsteps stopping right outside the workshop and would have gotten up before Clíodhna made her entrance, sparing Connor and myself some embarrassment. I gritted my teeth, because all those “would haves” were children of my general frustration, and that feeling seemed to be an extremely fertile mother, spawning more and more unwanted thoughts.

      Since I wanted a distraction to chase them away, I might as well see how well my new listening skill worked.

      A mythborn walked past me, his gait rushed and uneven, so it would be easy to follow among other noise. With my eyes closed, I focused on the odd rhythm, doing my best to cling to it before it faded off in the distance. The conversations around me became clearer, and I even caught some that were carried in English, but the footsteps faded as they normally would.

      Clearly, I sucked at that.

      Determined to figure it out, this time I picked a mythborn sitting at a distance who was tapping his fingers against the wood of the bench. I couldn’t tell whether it was a sign of impatience, or maybe he was tapping to a tune in his head, but it didn’t matter. I needed something that I couldn’t hear from where I was sitting—perhaps my skill picked up only on things that were too distant for my normal hearing.

      In an instant, the buzz of many conversations around me became almost deafening, and it took a lot of my focus to tune them out. Still, I didn’t catch a single sound of tapping… With all the mythborn talking as loud as if they stood beside me, I knew my peculiar skill was working, but for some reason, it wouldn’t pick up anything but voices.

      It seemed that the chaotic magic that once threatened my life after the ritual had become very specific magic. I wasn’t going to complain, though. Hearing every single sound within who-knows-what radius would be cumbersome, while eavesdropping on conversations alone could be of immense value. I doubted that I’d learn anything useful from the Court’s spoiled and bored nobles, but there were others around who exchanged secrets and orders, and the prospect of learning those was enticing. Even though, at the moment, it felt difficult and tiring, I hoped that with practice, it would become easier.

      I looked down at the parchments. Now that I had more enticing things to explore, memorizing the runes felt even more like a pointless chore, but the sooner I was done with it, the sooner Eithne would run out of excuses to keep me at the Court. Well, I wanted to believe so, for the sake of my own sanity.

      I paid little attention to the sounds of footsteps around me as mythborn strolled to the garden constantly, but when one stopped right in front of me, blocking what little light an overcast day was offering, I lifted my head and met Clíodhna’s eyes. She grimaced ever so slightly when I didn’t stand up.

      “Anything I can help you with?” I took the initiative.

      She looked me up and down. I’d seen this type of glare a long time ago, back when I was in high school. Back then, I also had been on the receiving end of it when the school’s most popular girls would evaluate my clothes and makeup as insufficient to be socially acceptable, and then cross me off their party invites list. I didn’t intend to dwell on the past, but the way Clíodhna carried herself, and the way she looked down at me, definitely brought a spoiled and entitled teenager to mind.

      “Actually, yes,” she replied in that tone that suggested I was being granted an ultimate privilege: an opportunity to be helpful to her. “I know what you’re trying to do, and I won’t allow your petty scheme to succeed.”

      I arched my eyebrow in polite interest. I doubted that Clíodhna was referring to my desire to get the heck out of the Court, so whatever plot she’d conjured, it had to be good.

      “You’re playing on my cousin’s vulnerability,” she continued, “but he’s not going to fall for your charms. He knows you aren’t worthy of him.”

      I almost burst out laughing. Sure, I liked Connor, and it seemed he reciprocated the sentiment, since he acted casually in my company, but I was certain the feelings on both sides were purely platonic. Having experienced what a real attraction to a mythborn was, especially with my inner magic’s clear response to touch, I had no doubt that neither Connor nor I were interested in anything but friendship. I hoped I could explain that to the teen-like mythborn and send her on her way, wherever she was going next. Hopefully somewhere far from me.

      But if I thought I’d get even a word in, I was wrong. Clíodhna was just getting started. “You think you can ensnare a mythborn from a good family just because he’s a cripple—”

      This time, I didn’t let her finish. I jumped up from the bench and stood right in front of her face, any respect for personal space be damned. Mythborn didn’t seem to care about it anyway, so they didn’t get to complain.

      Clíodhna took a step back, her mouth slightly open, though words weren’t flowing anymore, and her startled expression suggested she didn’t expect me to react so strongly.

      “He’s not a cripple,” I said. “He’s a veteran who risked his life to ensure the privileges you’re enjoying. If you can’t see beyond his injury, if you can’t see the hero he is, you’re the one who’s not worth his company.”

      Clíodhna’s dumbfounded stare provided me a lot of satisfaction, and I didn’t care whether I broke any protocols or etiquette. She deserved every bit of rudeness for what she’d said.

      Her trembling lips and raging glare foretold the tantrum she was about to throw in response for my words. She opened her mouth, and I automatically tuned out the rant to come. I think she started with “you little,” but at the same moment, my enhanced hearing picked up a commotion down in the courtyard. Guards were calling out, and even though I couldn’t catch every word through the noise Clíodhna was producing, I caught the gist of the message: the Scáthanna returned.

      Before I became a myth-touched, I worked with Eithne’s elite squad for a while, and aside from Connor, they were the closest to friendly faces I had in the Court. I doubted they considered me a friend, but they cared enough to save my life when I was dying from magic poison… even if it might have been only at their teammate’s insistence. If they were returning, perhaps they would have a few days off, and I could go talk to them… or at least spend some time with Riagán—a cheeky master archer whose interest in me, contrary to Connor’s, was definitely a romantic one.

      I snapped out of my thoughts, as the tone of everyone’s voice carried concern and even fear, so I ignored my mythborn companion and rushed to the window.

      Clíodhna shouted her displeasure at my turned back, but then curiosity got the better of her, and she joined me. Together, we watched the Scáthanna enter the courtyard, one by one… Only six of them.

      With a blood-congealing feeling, I scanned their faces—ceannasaí Cathal led them, and then others followed with grim expressions. When I caught Riagán’s gray hair as he walked in through the gate, I almost collapsed from relief, and the strength of that emotion surprised me. We might have “kind-of-sort-of” confessed having some feelings for each other, but with the little time we’d spent together, I didn’t expect any deeper attachment to form.

      The Scáthanna parted, with their ceannasaí heading toward the Court’s main entrance, probably to report to Eithne, and the rest taking a turn toward their quarters. I ran their names against their faces before they disappeared in the doorway.

      Laoise. Laoise was missing.

      I pictured the black-haired scout, so skilled with her two knives she could put to shame some seasoned humanborn warriors, and I conjured all the reasons for her not to be around, from spying on someone to running a solo assignment, but from the Scáthanna’s expressions and other mythborn’s reactions, I knew none of them were true.

      Laoise was dead.

      I curled my fingers against my palms, fingernails digging deep into my skin as I tried to keep my own hands from shaking. Laoise was the closest to a friend I had among the squad, with my relationship with Riagán definitely more romantic in its nature, or at least she was the one I liked the most from the bunch. She was also as deadly and proficient as all the other squad members, so I couldn’t even begin to imagine who or what could have bested her in a fight.

      Clíodhna still stood beside me, her pretty face twisted in shock and disbelief. As far as I understood, the Scáthanna were almost a legend to many mythborn, and most of them likely considered the team unconquerable.

      I bit my tongue before I treated her with some nasty comment. It didn’t seem like a moment for payback.

      “Your cousin made it back,” I offered quietly. “He could have bled to death in the street or died by a giant’s hand, but he made it back.” I looked her in the eye. “When you get a chance, ask him how he got his leg injured, because this was also how he met me, and that’s why we’re friends. Maybe that will convince you I’m not after him.”

      I walked away before she could respond. I’d said all I had to say, and it wasn’t my job to offer support or comfort to her. She could deal with her emotions on her own, but I hoped that at least she’d go and apologize to Connor.

      The Scáthanna didn’t seem in a mood to talk to anyone, and I didn’t have anyone else to ask about Laoise, so I headed straight for my room. Tears were already gathering under my eyelids, ready to flow, and I didn’t need some stuffed-up mythborn noble, one who had probably never experienced a loss of a companion, to witness them.
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      After a mostly sleepless night when I kept waking up at the slightest sound outside and at any voice speaking, near and far, I opened the door to Connor’s workshop feeling the full weight of my tiredness.

      Connor inspected me with concern, though he didn’t look any better. I wouldn’t be surprised if the news had triggered his nightmares as well. We never spoke about it, but we didn’t have to. I knew that at times he slept as badly as I did, and I also knew why. The way he avoided any war-related topics suggested he felt as uncomfortable discussing the past as I did, and he wanted our first meeting to be just that: an event that brought us together.

      “I see the news has reached you.” His voice carried the same tiredness his body emanated.

      “Not really,” I grumbled. “I just saw them come back and figured out the rest.”

      He put away the piece of mythborn jewelry he was working on when I entered, likely some trivial amulet for one of the nobles. He must have chosen it for the simplicity of the task: enough to keep his mind busy without draining what little energy and motivation he had left after a nightmare-filled night.

      “You should rest. Go for a walk in the gardens or try to get some sleep.”

      To my regret, he didn’t mention anything about Laoise, and I wasn’t sure whether it’d be tactful to ask. I’d been living with the mythborn for weeks, supposedly assimilating and all that bullshit, but I still knew very little of their customs. Maybe the lady was right keeping me at the Court, since I haven’t learned everything I might need to know, but it wasn’t like anyone was offering such lessons to me. It was almost as if they assumed I’d learn on my own by just being around them.

      Nevertheless, things had changed now. I doubted Laoise’s death was an accident with the threat from the Snake still out there, and it meant that peacetime activities should take a step back and make space for serious work.

      “I don’t want to rest,” I said. “I want to learn whatever I should learn and be doing my job again.”

      I had no illusion that I could have prevented Laoise’s death, but back before I became a myth-touched, I was a successful information broker, with many people bringing me news and gossip. Even earlier, during the war, I was a good scout. If I was out there, doing my job, my real job, I could have learned something of use, something that could have changed Laoise’s odds, so being stuck at the Court grated on my nerves all the more.

      “Then go to the gardens and study the runes I gave you. Come back when you memorized them all. Unless…” He paused, avoiding my eyes. “Unless you need to talk to someone,” he offered awkwardly.

      “I’ll be fine.” I forced a more lighthearted tone. We both knew it was only a façade, but I would be damned if I burdened Connor, already struggling with his own traumas, with my fears and frustrations. “It’s not the first time.”

      During the war, we often lost friends, squad mates, allies. I hushed the voice in my head trying to remind me the war was over. The Snake’s agents still lurked in the dark, and instead of helping to track them down, I was playing a student to a mythborn craftsman. “Wasting time” wasn’t even close to an accurate description of how I felt.

      Connor didn’t call me out on my lie. Neither he nor I could consider ourselves “fine” with so many war scars marking our bodies and minds alike, but at the same time, “fine” was relative. I wasn’t much worse than I had already been, and Laoise’s death would not be my breaking point.

      “Go study the runes, Kaja,” he said with sudden gentleness. “Focusing on a task should help.”

      I snorted but nodded and left. If I intended to torment myself with grim thoughts, at least I could keep Connor out of it. Maybe he had some better coping mechanisms, or maybe he didn’t know the Scáthanna well enough to be too affected. Or, perhaps, he was in as bad state as I was but kept his composure for my sake. Leaving meant he could take the mask off and let his own emotions flow.

      I made it through the corridors at a fast pace, hoping to look like someone who was too busy to stop for any reason. This time, the ambient magic of the building did nothing to soothe the turmoil in my thoughts. Perhaps Connor was right—I needed something to occupy my mind.

      The garden seemed emptier than the previous day, and I welcomed the solitude. The last thing I needed was a hollow conversation with some mythborn who decided to kill their boredom by chatting with a lowly myth-touched. The greens had a soothing effect on my tired eyes, and the gentle aroma of flowers eased my tiredness. Outside, nature still struggled to wake up after a long and dark winter, and spring was still to come—even if the traditional calendar claimed it already happened on the first of February—so the evergreen and ever-blooming garden was one of the few benefits of being part of the Court. I inhaled and exhaled slowly, hoping to ease my tiredness. Maybe if I spent enough time here, I’d find some comfort or tranquility…

      I slumped on the bench, not bothered to look presentable, and stared at the runes in front of me. If I knew they were my way out of the Court, I’d memorize them with the same dedication I had learned Trinitian signals during the war, but I had a hunch that lessons with Connor had nothing to do with my future. If anything, they felt like a way to delay any decisions and keep me from seeking confrontation. Which brought me to the only reasonable conclusion: if I wanted a change, I needed to go after it, and it meant finding a way to talk to Lady Eithne. She couldn’t be busy forever, and she couldn’t avoid me forever.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the very subject of my thoughts strolling the narrow paths.

      Even though I heard each stomp of the mythborn who rushed out of her away, their fancy shoes grating against the gravel as they nearly threw themselves into bushes and flowerbeds to ensure Lady Eithne had enough space to pass, I didn’t catch a single one of her steps. With that quiet walk of hers, she could put a ninja to shame. Her dress, in a muted hue of navy that made me think of a stormy sea, was short enough to show the tips of her shoes, and Eithne was certainly walking, not floating. Yet, when the dress’s fabric caught on a low-lying branch or two, I failed to catch any sound except for the branches quietly snapping back in their place.

      She seemed to be searching, and when she spotted me, her expression brightened. As she headed for me, my heart skipped a beat, flooded with hope that if she wanted to speak to me, maybe it meant changes, and maybe it would be a conversation instead of a confrontation I thought I’d have to stage.

      Then, like a light breeze, Cathal walked past me, heading straight for Eithne with the confidence of a homing missile. She didn’t seem pleased, and I wasn’t either, because it meant I’d have to wait for my turn, but I could suffer my selfish impatience for a little longer. Whatever he needed from her was likely more important.

      Besides, if they stayed in the garden, Cathal’s presence was an opportunity: with my new skill, I could hear what they talked about and learn something useful. I relaxed on the bench, and while pretending to study the runes in front of me, I focused all my attention on the conversation about to take place. I couldn’t help a glance, but I doubted it would look suspicious, seeing as everyone around was doing the same.

      “My lady.” Cathal bowed, though his voice carried hardly any respect.

      “I didn’t think you’d have time to enjoy a stroll in the garden.” Eithne’s response was equally cold.

      I breathed out with relief—they were speaking in English. I took another glance in their direction as they settled on a bench surrounded by blooming bushes, but their body language didn’t reveal any hostility like their voices did, and I couldn’t figure out what was going on. I’d never known Cathal to speak so disrespectfully before.

      In the past, he might have baited me with his harsh treatment, but he was never impolite. Besides, I was just a humanborn back then, so no one deserving any special treatment, while everyone around treated Eithne as if she was a goddess. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what pushed him to such behavior, unless… Unless it had to do something with Laoise’s death. My curiosity erupted like a science project gone wrong.

      “I’m here because you were about to send her away under some pretense,” he said bluntly. “This isn’t what we’d agreed to.”

      “I intend to respect our agreement, but I believe this isn’t the right time,” Eithne replied softly, as if she chose to ignore his brash behavior. “She isn’t ready yet, and I won’t have her death on my conscience just because you insisted on rushing things.”

      “That’s an excuse.” I caught traces of frustration in Cathal’s voice, though when I inspected his face in yet another quick peek at them, I found it as composed as usual. They were definitely keeping up their appearances for the benefit of all the other mythborn around.

      I looked away before they caught me staring at them.

      “If someone is to decide whether she’s ready, it’d be me,” Cathal added.

      “Or her. Don’t you think that if you ask so early, she might say no?”

      “If it’s a no, I’d rather hear it now, so I can make other arrangements. And if it’s a yes, the sooner I hear it, the sooner I can make sure she’s truly ready.” He looked Eithne in the eye. “There used to be ten of us, my lady. If you wish us to perform at our best, you have to allow me to do what I consider the best for the Scáthanna.”

      As far as I could tell, neither of them looked in my direction even once, but I couldn’t help but think their conversation had something to do with me. Silence followed, and I abandoned any attempts of pretending that I was studying the runes, instead openly watching them.

      I wasn’t the only one. Even if Eithne was trying to keep her face neutral, dissatisfaction still seeped through her expression, drawing the curious glances of other mythborn. Their speculating whispers didn’t escape me. I almost chuckled at their theories. Most were convinced that Cathal was in trouble for whatever transpired with Laoise or for a failed mission.

      “Even if it undermines my authority?” Eithne broke the silence first.

      “Officially, you’re yet to make a decision, my lady.”

      A trace of a grimace spoiled the corners of her perfect lips. “Fine. I’ll make one favorable for you. But if she says no, you’ll consider our agreement fulfilled. There won’t be any more attempts.”

      Cathal turned his head, looking straight at me, and a blush spoiled my cheeks, as if they’d actually caught me eavesdropping. He couldn’t know that I actually was eavesdropping, but it had to be clear by now that I was paying attention to their meeting.

      “She won’t say no,” he said with confidence.

      I shivered, because contrary to reason, in that very moment, it did feel like he knew I was listening.

      Cathal rose from his seat and bowed. “If you don’t need me anymore, my lady, I’ll talk to her now. The sooner it’s resolved, the better for everyone.”

      “Go.” Eithne waved her hand. “And if she refuses, send her down to my office.”

      I didn’t even try to pretend I was busy when he approached, and I moved to the side, offering him a seat beside me as soon as he stopped by my bench. He smirked at that but sat down.

      “Kaja.” This was all he offered in terms of a greeting, but at least he used my name and sounded quite friendly. “How are you enjoying the Court life?”

      I caught a hint of irony in his voice, as if he already knew what kind of reply he could expect.

      I got straight to the point. “It’s quiet and relaxing, but I can’t wait to go back to doing my job.”

      He gave a polite nod as if acknowledging something trivial, but then his face changed, his features gaining the sharpness of someone who wasn’t going to beat around the bush. Having had enough of games that seemed to haunt almost all conversations at the Court, I appreciated his approach.

      “You’re not going back to your old life,” he said with blunt honesty. “The lady isn’t going to let you. When you’re finally allowed to leave the Court, you’ll be sent out of Dublin, just like all other myth-touched.”

      It took me a moment to process his words. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe his claim. Somehow, under my skin, I’d suspected Eithne wasn’t planning on letting me out anytime soon, but I wasn’t expecting to be entirely cut off from my past.

      I asked the only question I could. “Why?”

      “The Court doesn’t want you to meet with the Trinitians and your other friends and contacts,” Cathal replied. “To reveal that we have a way to ‘cure’ the affliction, as many would see it. The ritual is only offered to the few the lady deems worthy, and no one here wants to see crowds at the gates demanding we make it available for everyone. The Court was already generous enough to share the affliction-stopping medicine with the humanborn.”

      I couldn’t find a good answer to that. I understood their reasons, but I still felt cheated. Eithne had initially told me that I’d be staying at the Court for a couple of days, and then those days turned to weeks. Cathal’s revelation made it clear that the weeks would soon become months unless I left Dublin—permanently, without a doubt.

      “What now?” I asked.

      He wouldn’t have told me all that only to make me feel miserable. I already knew he had an offer to make, and now I understood his confidence in the conversation with Eithne. After such a reveal, I’d agree to almost anything he laid on the table, as long as he offered me a way out of the Court as well. My life plans didn’t include living in the Court forever or moving to the countryside, away from the city I considered home.

      “I’m sure you already know that the Scáthanna lost their scout,” he replied in a more formal tone. “I’m willing to offer you that position if you agree to join us, not just work with us. This means you’ll go through training I deem appropriate, and you’ll take my orders without questioning them. But this also means that the lady doesn’t get to decide what you do with your free time… or where you do it.”

      I couldn’t help inspecting his face in search of deception. The Scáthanna were the mythborn’s best, and even after the ritual’s magic changed me, I had no illusions regarding my own capabilities. Being better than a humanborn wasn’t much in comparison to them.

      Cathal was looking at me, patient and stoic, as if giving me time to decide, but I didn’t want to ponder all the possible implications of the choice I was about to make.

      “How long will that training take?”

      He huffed as if my question amused him, but his reply was serious: “I can’t tell you for certain. But I can promise you that I won’t be looking for excuses to make it any longer than necessary. I need a reliable scout, not a myth-touched playing one of us.”

      “Days? Weeks? Months?” I pressed. Though I trusted Cathal to keep his word, I needed some sort of a time frame.

      He smirked. “I’m hoping you’re desperate and determined enough to learn the minimum in under a month. Then additional training will be a matter of finding time for it.”

      I didn’t need to consider his offer long. Sure, joining the Scáthanna meant much less freedom than I was used to, but more than I had now, or in the future that Eithne controlled for me. Besides, it wouldn’t be much different from when I was working with them back when I was still a humanborn. Even if Cathal had to make a jab about my reluctance to follow orders, I always ended up doing what he and other Shadows wanted, the very way they wanted, so the only difference would be that I wouldn’t get to play the last card and tell him to shove it where even molekind don’t dig. But at the same time, that ship had already sailed when I chose to go through the ritual. Now mythborn got to decide what was going to happen to me, and the only say I had was who would be calling the shots.

      Out of the two options, Cathal seemed an obvious choice.

      “I’m in.”

      He didn’t conceal his satisfaction, and I couldn’t resist the thought that he was cherishing his victory over Eithne.

      “I’ll inform the lady of your choice. Collect your belongings from your room and meet me at our quarters.” He stood up. The sudden amused expression he gave me made him look more personable than I’d ever seen him before. “Welcome to the Scáthanna, Kaja. I told you before we’d be working together again.”
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        * * *

      

      I stood in the Scáthanna’s quarters, holding my meager belongings: a few changes of mythborn outfits Eithne insisted I wore around the Court and the items I’d had with me on the day of the ritual, which comprised my old clothes, now awkwardly misfitting, and a bunch of assorted amulets and charms. Studying under Connor meant I added a few unfinished pieces to the last pile, but they still all fit in my bag.

      Even though I had visited before on several occasions, I never ventured farther than their day room. I walked in, but it was empty. A long table stretched to the side, burdened with food, as always, and for a moment I imagined nobody ever cleaned it up. The idea of the Scáthanna eating week-old meals made me chuckle. Of course, servants must have ensured the meals were always fresh and ready, waiting and warmed by charmed plates, just like they did in the Court’s main dining hall.

      It was hardly a surprise that the squad didn’t want to mingle with other mythborn who were mostly too boring and too formal in their behavior, and I expected the nobles were happy to not have Cathal’s team around. Like Connor had told me during my first official evening at the Court, there were those who were entitled to be part of it, and those who Lady Eithne considered worthy of being its part.

      “I see you’ll be finally joining us for real.” Lorcan entered the room before I had a chance to ponder whether I should sit down. “Come, I’ll show you to your room.”

      It seemed that everyone except for me had already known what Cathal was planning—and it wasn’t any news to them, if they even had a room picked out.

      “I was told to wait here,” I replied. The last thing I needed was to get on Cathal’s bad side now that he could actually boss me around.

      The Scáthanna’s medic offered an approving smile, but then gestured for me to follow. “Ceannasaí isn’t going to complain when you aren’t wasting time.”

      He always came across as older than others, though of course, I had no idea how old he really was. With his blond hair and teal-hued skin that in the right light seemed to shimmer like water, he looked as ageless as any other mythborn. Perhaps it was his personality, one of a quiet and wise man, that brought the impression about.

      I followed him through the narrow corridor, five doors on each side, and he opened the last one to the left. “This is yours. If you need anything, let one of the servants know. I’m sure at some point you’ll want to collect things from your place, but until then, don’t hesitate to ask for whatever you need.”

      I stepped inside. The room looked as impersonal as I’d expected—a bed, somewhat wider than the one in my old room, a desk with a chair, and a chest. No decorations nor embellishments adorned the furniture, and the walls were bare as well. The crystal window seemed to enhance the scant daylight coming in but didn’t allow anyone to look in… or out, for that matter. Yet the empty space was plenty, considering the small room I was offered after the ritual, and I could fill it any way I wanted to. It couldn’t compare to the size of my own apartment, but it was definitely an improvement.

      “Cleansing area is this way,” Lorcan said as soon as I dropped my belongings onto the bed.

      We turned the corner and walked through the door into a larger area. To the side stood low shelves filled with towels and bathrobes, and then there was a row of showers. In the middle, there was a small pool or basin that seemed designed for soaking and relaxation. Steam rose from it, but not enough to fill the room. Opposite the showers, there were sinks and several doors that likely led to the toilets.

      “They are charm-powered.” Lorcan pointed at the showers. “Stand to the side of the water stream until you figure out the temperature charm.” He gave me an assessing look. “And if you want solitude, I suggest coming here in the middle of the day. Very late evenings will work too.”

      “Thank you.” I had to appreciate the advice, because joining the Scáthanna didn’t mean I suddenly felt comfortable showering with them, even if the shower had curtains to allow some privacy. My thoughts drifted toward Riagán and showering with him, and all of a sudden, my cheeks burned.

      “I figured you might not be used to our ways. Humanborn seem odd in their need for… privacy.” He must have interpreted my blush as embarrassment over the bathroom’s setup, and I wasn’t about to clarify it. “Come—ceannasaí should be back by now. I can show you the rest later. And if you have any questions, ask. Nobody’s going to give you a hard time for not knowing things, and we all want you to learn everything as soon as you can.”

      We retraced our steps through the corridor and almost walked onto Cathal, who entered from the courtyard. Behind him, Sadb followed with a bewildered expression on her face.

      “Ceannasaí, please! You have to reconsider!” She sounded desperate. “Faolan’s going to be back soon, and I have to be out there—”

      “Then you’ll make sure you’re done with your task as soon as possible,” Cathal replied in that cold, authoritative manner I knew so well. He looked at me. “Kaja. Good. From tomorrow morning, Sadb will be training you in combat. All else can wait, but you have to be able to defend yourself. Lorcan and I will be setting out in the evening, so until I’m back, you’re reporting to her.”

      I turned to Sadb, but the words of greetings stuck in my throat like a fish bone. The expression she wore on her otherwise beautiful face could cut skin open, and for some reason, I was on the receiving end of it.

      “You’re starting at dawn,” she barked. “Don’t be late.” She almost shouldered her way through, giving both Cathal and me a displeased glare.

      I arched an eyebrow at him, but he smiled as if he’d expected such a reaction from her. “Sadb is the best among us. Take your lessons seriously. I hope to hear of your progress.” Then he looked at Lorcan. “Be sure to pick up supplies before we set out. And get
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