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      “The mortal world claimed you no more, yet you chose not to move on.”

      Mist curled from the Underworld, tinged pink with the blood of many, carrying the taste of salt and iron across the shadowed hills of the Sidhe. Ancient yews twisted into the night sky, their roots crushing through stone where the realms touched.

      I stood at the crossroads where the dead whispered, and the Fae ruled. Too stubborn to cross. Too angry to forget.

      The last thing I remembered of Ireland was fire.

      English soldiers moving through the valley below my father’s keep. Smoke swallowing the hills. Men screaming my name through the clash of steel while the chapel bells rang hard enough to shake the stones beneath my boots.

      I had ridden into that battle with my brothers beside me.

      I died with none of them left.

      For centuries, I lingered where the worlds thinned, listening to the dead murmur through the roots of the yews. My warriors. My blood. My kingdom. All of them long turned to dust while I remained—neither living nor properly dead.

      Finvarra, High King of the Daoine Sidhe, watched me with eyes that reflected every wound I carried.

      “Your refusal to cross was admirable.” Wind stirred beneath the quiet force of his magic. “You remained loyal even after death.”

      Shadows coiled around my ankles, whispering my name and reminding me of something left unfinished. “I was there a long time.”

      “You stood vigil over ghosts when most men would have surrendered themselves to peace.” His voice lifted the mist drifting through the ancient grove. “I require a man who understands loyalty.”

      Only a fool turns his back on the High King of the Daoine Sidhe. I had never been a fool. “What would you have of me, my liege?”

      Steel shimmered into existence in his hand.

      A blade—long and slender, runes glimmering along its length like stars scattered across dark water. The hilt wound in silver and gold, the metals twisted together as though they had grown that way.

      I studied the weapon carefully while the wind carried the voices of the dead between the trees. The blade looked older than the hills surrounding us, its silver surface shifting under the moonlight as though something moved deep within the steel.

      No mortal forge had ever made a thing like that.

      The runes did not sit carved into the metal. They moved within it. Breathing. Changing. Watching me in return.

      “This sword answers only to the one who accepts what he is.” Finvarra held the blade out between us. “Mortal. Fae. Reborn. Only then can you guard the one it awaits.”

      “How will I know this person?”

      “The heir of both our worlds will come for it.” His smile curved thin and dangerous. “The sword will serve her hand… and perhaps your heart will follow.”

      “Love has never found me, my liege.”

      Not in life. Not in death.

      I had buried brothers beneath rain-soaked earth. Buried friends beside chapel walls split black with smoke. Every hand I had ever reached for ended in blood or memory.

      The wind answered with hollow music—stone and grief and the ruin of forgotten things.

      “Do you claim it willingly, Ruairi O’Donnell?”

      I turned the blade in my hand, testing its weight. “Steel like this comes from men.” I lifted the sword, letting the runes catch the moonlight. “Not spirits.” A pulse answered beneath the steel.

      “You question its making?” Finvarra’s smile flashed with something feral.

      “I question everything.”

      “Good.” His voice softened, as though that pleased him. “A blind servant is useless to me.”

      His fingers traced a circle through the air. Leather formed beneath his hand—a scabbard stitched with craft no mortal smith could match.

      “You think the iron in your churches fell from the heavens?”

      “A trick of light meant to deceive.” I fastened the belt around my waist.

      “Keep telling yourself that, Christian.”

      My hand settled around the hilt.

      The sword thrummed beneath my palm.

      Alive. Waiting. Watching.

      The roots of the great yews groaned beneath the earth.

      Somewhere far below us, deep within the buried halls of the Underworld, something ancient stirred against chains forged before Ireland had a name.

      And for the first time since my death, unease crawled slowly up my spine.

      Then something old and vengeful turned its gaze upon me⁠—

      and smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Every queen learns this truth: The first life she fails to save

        is the one that sets her path.

      

      

      Macha

      The land fell silent.

      Our carriage jolted to a stop outside the gates of Castle Rock. It should have hummed with anticipation—rich earth, restless winds, the faint sense of something ancient stirring. It didn’t. The ground lay brittle. Yellow grass shrivelled against the earth, evil feeding on it. Even the crows had abandoned the fields.

      A cold wind slid through the grass, whispering over the dead blades. Ruairi was first to the ground, signalling my father’s horse guard to form a protective arc—around me.

      I followed, lifting my skirts as the cold, expectant air closed around us. My gaze shot to Ruairi, then to the man in the center of it all.

      A black mantle swallowed the executioner’s head and shoulders, the long dark cloak snapping at his boots. With both hands gripping the hilt, he raised the stone axe high above his head.

      A wave of unease swept over me. It was one week until Samhain, and such a shiver should have been a warning from the Otherworld. This was not that.

      “Stop. Stop this.” I pushed past two of the mounted guards, their faces unreadable beneath their helms, the horses beneath them trembling, ears pinned back, chests lathered with sweat. Even they could feel it—the pulling, twisting presence gathering in the air.

      Ruairi moved, reaching for my arm, and failing.

      I did not stop. I looked back, just once.

      Eight men in brown smocks stood with their heads bowed. None looked up—except one. The druid in tattered robes watched me, knotwork fraying his sleeves, his eyes shining with a feverish light. The shadows bent toward him, as if recognizing kin.

      The condemned man knelt in the mud, hands bound, cheek pressed against the execution stone. My instinct was to reach into his mind, but there was no time. His jaw tightened. No fear—his soul vibrated on a thin, wavering thread—close to snapping. The last of his courage gathered like a held breath.

      “No. Wait.” The words flew from my lips, too late.

      The executioner struck—one brutal blow. The head dropped with a dull, wet thud, rolling twice until his dead eyes met mine. Blood splattered the dying grass, bright against the withered earth. I wiped a fleck of it from my cheek with the back of my hand. My breath caught. I couldn’t look away from the dead man. His death tasted like iron and old prayers on my tongue.

      The wind shifted. No one moved. The world had turned itself slightly, imperceptibly wrong.

      “M’lady,” Ruairi’s voice lifted as he seized my elbow, pressing me into his sturdy chest. His mail clinked against the silk layers, and his heartbeat thudded against my shoulder—rapid and irregular, strange for a man who had already died once. A faint tremor rippled through him—fear, not of death, but of chaos. He was a soldier trained to value structure, justice, and reason. What he saw contradicted every principle he cherished.

      “Ruairi.” His name touched the back of my teeth. My heart fluttered—Ruairi, always too warm, too solid, too alive compared to the world collapsing around us. He smelled like earth and salt. I wanted to sink into him and pretend none of this was mine to fix. For one breath, I was a girl again, pressed to a soldier’s chest while the world bled at my feet. Then the moment passed. The land would not let me be small. Not here. Not today. I stepped away from the man charged with my safety, my skirts dragging through mud.

      “Princess, we did not expect you until the morning light.” The druid’s lips curled into a thin sneer—one that threatened ruin. His voice dragged over my senses like a dull, rusty blade.

      “What is the meaning of this?” I searched the faces in the druids’ circle: six men, philosophers, sorcerers, and lore keepers. Some looked at their feet, others away. Were they involved in the act? Or just helpless pawns?

      “This man betrayed the Kingdom.” The druid waved his long fingers, his nails ridged and touched with rot.

      My hands clenched into tight fists, my gaze holding the druid’s. His shadowed eyes were not devoid of life. This man wielded evil, controlling through fear. I reached into his mind. His magic blocked me instantly. His darkness slammed into me like a closed fist—thick, oily, writhing. My magic recoiled in disgust. Less like one mind and more like many, tangled together in a snarling mass of whispers. The shadows hanging over the rolling fields were his doing, affecting every living, breathing soul. The land itself flinched from the man before me.

      I rested my hand briefly on the blood-dark stone. Heat still pulsed beneath its surface. Thin filaments of dread spread from the druid into the farmers lining the walls, into the guards gripping their spears, into the very soil beneath the execution stone. He had rooted himself there, like a disease with hands.

      “And who are you?” I was no stranger to the dark or a druid’s magic.

      “I am Sharnan, Princess. Welcome to the Kingdom of Ulaid.” Sharnan’s voice dripped with scorn, and his face bore a sickly undertone. His pupils dilated, white frost filling his eye sockets, measuring me—not as a guest, but as a threat to be strangled slowly.

      From behind me, Ruairi shifted his weight, the soft rasp of mail carrying through the silence. I didn’t need to turn to know his eyes were fixed on the druid.

      Ulaid’s seat was a fortress of defense, perched on a rocky headland surrounded by raging seas, with spiralling drum towers marking each cardinal point, linked by ramparts carved into the jagged cliff face. Castle Rock. The House of Faces, as my father called it.

      My gaze drifted from the arched columns and the drawbridge connecting the castle to the mainland to the moody light dimming the sky. Magic thickened the air, humming beneath my skin. The Red Hand hung limp above the ramparts, the wind leaving it untouched. A murmur rippled along them. I felt that too, like static against my skin—too many eyes, too many assumptions.

      “It’s her,” someone whispered. “The red-haired omen from the old tales.”

      Heat crept up the back of my neck. An omen. If only they knew how absurd it was. I kept my gaze lowered, letting a curtain of hair shield me, but my thoughts moved swiftly and sharply—cataloguing faces, patterns, and the strange thinning of the air one week before Samhain. So much was wrong here.

      They feared my arrival, yet they knew nothing of my lineage. My grandfather: the Lord of the Dead. My father: the King of the Daoine Sidhe. And me? What did that make me? Something far more dangerous than an omen—even if I’d rather slip quietly through a doorway than stand beneath a hundred staring eyes.

      Across the clearing, the druid smiled.

      Sharnan.

      The name rose in my mind, unbidden—settling there like a weight. His essence was unlike any other I’d ever sensed. I reached into his mind again, but was met with a dark, forceful magic shielding him from intrusion. But I saw what he was capable of—the destruction of a mind. Where my magic was a garden of flowers, his was something born beneath the ground, with poisonous thorns and hostile vines that could choke thoughts out.

      His thoughts brushed mine.  I will drink you dry, princess. Let me in.

      Words that felt familiar, unwelcome, intimate. An old fear stirred—one I thought I’d buried with Ulaid’s prince—Balor. Balor’s eyes had never looked like that, not even in his madness, his corruption a slow eclipse, light swallowed by shadow. This was different. This was a shadow wearing the shape of a man.

      I forced my spine straight, strengthening my resolve. Whatever Sharnan meant to tell me, I’d find out soon enough, of that I was certain.

      I looked upward at the faces lining the upper ramparts, each devoid of expression.

      A woman clutching a child.

      An old farmer with cracked hands.

      A boy barely old enough to shave.

      The boy looked away first.

      All of them watched in stunned silence, as if their tongues had been ripped out. Something flickered there—hope? Fear? The desire to vanish? They looked away too quickly for me to tell.

      I turned slightly toward Ruairi.

      “Princess.” Ruairi’s voice dropped low, the way one speaks in a chapel where something holy, or terrible, sleeps. “This is not how it should be done.”

      I sensed his disapproval, directed not at me but at the scene ahead. Ruairi—a veteran of deadly combat, not troubled by death itself but by how men used it. A lesson. A spectacle.

      The executioner turned and backed away, blood dripping from his blade.

      “And who is this?” I brushed past Sharnan’s sleeve. I grasped the dead man’s hair, lifting his severed head for all to see. Blood ran warm across my fingers. My stomach flip-flopped as power coursed through me—wrong moment, wrong place, yet my magic responded to necessity, not want. I refused to let this death go unnoticed.

      “Macha.” Ruairi’s intentions were written all over his face. “This is not something...”

      I lifted my other hand, stopping him in his tracks. Protection was not what I needed.

      The dead man’s last thoughts tugged at mine—his hopes, his fears, his grief for what was once a happy place. I saw his innermost hopes shatter in horror. His despair clung to me like wet ash. He had loved this land. He had died knowing it was already lost. A wife who would wait at a broken gate. Two children who would not understand why their father did not come home. A field he had tilled each spring, now lying fallow, its soil choked with more than thistle. The images struck like blows. I nearly dropped him.

      “I am Macha, of Knocknarea. The Kingdom of Ulaid is now under my protection. And starting today, the blood spilled on this soil ends with him.” My voice rang out harsher than I intended.

      An icy chill curled around my boots—as if the land itself paused to listen. As if it were already deciding whether to believe me. Silence fell across the courtyard like a dropped veil. The horses stilled, steaming breath hanging in the air. For a heartbeat, nothing moved. Then—a single raven—black, wet, gleaming—landed on the castle wall above, its feathers slick with mist, beak sharp as a knife. It cocked its head, fixing me with one beady eye.

      “Macha.” Ruairi’s voice dropped lower. “The Morrígna watch.”

      Before I could look up again, the raven launched itself into the air, wings beating once, twice. A second bird dropped into its place—smaller, leaner, feathers dark as peat with an oil-slick sheen. When the light caught them, they shimmered faintly violet. Not a raven. A scald crow. The one our bards named for my sisters. The scald crow hopped along the stone, talons scraping, then shook itself, spraying droplets that glowed briefly, like starlight shaken from its wings. One feather loosened and drifted down, spinning lazily through the chill air. It brushed the hem of my skirt.

      No one spoke. Even the horses went quiet. Words hissed on the wind—Irish old enough to taste of smoke and bog-water. “Fuil faoi chloich. Ainm gan ainm. Díol fiacha.”

      I understood enough to chill me.

      Fuil.

      Ainm.

      Fiacha.

      Blood.

      Name.

      Debts.

      The rest slid away, just out of reach, like a dream upon waking.

      I bent, keeping my hand wrapped in the dead man’s hair, and brushed the feather with my fingertips. Power sparked, a sharp, prickling bite. The feather darkened, its violet sheen flaring once—then went still. Nemain, is this your doing? Or Rioghain? I did not dare say the question aloud.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw one of the younger guards shift his weight, his jaw working as if he chewed on words he dared not voice. His helm sat crooked on a tumble of dark hair, and a scar cut through one brow. His eyes—gray, restless—flicked from the severed head to Sharnan, then to me. A flicker of something like anger crossed his face, knuckles whitening on his spear. Remember him, my magic whispered. This one still chooses. I inclined my head the smallest fraction.

      Sharnan’s lips curled. “Bold words for one who has only just arrived. Ulaid is not a garden to be tamed, Princess. It is a wound. And wounds bleed.”

      “Only if someone keeps driving the blade deeper.” I met his gaze and did not look away. “Who ordered this execution?”

      He spread his hands in mock helplessness. “The traitor confessed to conspiring against the crown. Against your own blood. Are you not grateful I spared you the stain of kin-slaying on your first day?”

      Kin-slaying. The word slithered through the air like smoke. Behind him, one of the older druids flinched, his hand tightening on his staff. Another swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing against a thin neck. Not all of them agreed. They were bound by something else. Fear. Oaths twisted out of true.

      “I will see whatever confession you claim he made,” I didn’t look away. “In writing. In mind. In blood, if I must.”

      Sharnan’s eyes flashed. “You will learn, Princess, that in Ulaid, not all truths leave ink behind.”

      The scald crow let out another harsh cry, hopping along the battlement above Sharnan’s head, its violet sheen catching the light as it snapped its beak toward him. Sharnan’s gaze flicked upward, irritation cracking through his mask. The bird fluffed its wings in answer, as if laughing at him.

      “M’lady,” Ruairi murmured so only I could hear, “the ground is wrong. We should get you inside. Secure the hall. Question him under guard, not in the open like this.”

      I kept my eyes on Sharnan. “We will speak again, Druid. In my hall. Under my roof. And next time, you will not swing axes without my consent.”

      “Ulaid has many roofs, Princess. Be sure you stand under the right one.”

      The executioner backed away, shoulders hunched, his hands shaking now that the deed was done, blood dripping from the axe in a steady patter. The stone block at my feet seemed to hum, as if remembering every skull it had cradled.

      I released the dead man’s hair at last, laying his head gently on the stone. A foolish gesture, perhaps, but it felt wrong to leave him dangling in my grip like a trophy. My magic trailed after him, offering what little it could—a scrap of warmth, a whisper of acknowledgment.

      “I see you,” I murmured so quietly only the stone might hear. “I am sorry I was late.” Then I straightened, wiping my blood-damp fingers on my skirt, leaving faint rusty streaks on violet silk. “I will speak with the people,” I said to no one in particular and everyone at once. “They will hear, from my own lips, that this ends.”

      Sharnan bowed, an ugly parody of respect. “As you wish, Princess. I will… prepare the hall.”

      Prepare it for what?

      For me?

      For himself?

      For something in the dark beneath?

      He turned and strode back toward the open gate, brown robes whispering over the trampled ground, the crowd parting for him. The circle of druids followed, some with heads bowed, others casting furtive, guilty glances back at me.

      The younger guard—the one with the scarred brow—hesitated, then thumped his fist over his heart in a half-formed salute before retreating to his place along the wall. A choice, again. Half-made. It would be enough for now.

      Ruairi exhaled slowly beside me. “You should not have touched his mind. Not here. Not with that one watching.”

      “He already knows what I am. Better, he also knows I am not afraid.” I met Ruairi’s gaze—those sky-blue eyes that always seemed to hold too much clarity, too much truth. Even now, with death still steaming on the stone, they were steady. Unflinching.

      “You are,” he murmured. “No matter what comes for you.”

      A shard of light slipped past the clouds, glinting off the copper waves of hair brushing his shoulders. His hair always struck me—the wildness of it at odds with the disciplined soldier beneath. The wind caught a strand and tugged it loose, and for a heartbeat, his face softened, carved more by compassion than war. That drew a breath that might have been a laugh. It hurt as I exhaled. “And you, Ruairi O’Donnell? Are you afraid?”

      His fingers brushed the hilt of Finvarra’s sword, still sheathed at his hip. The blade thrummed, a sound only a few of us could truly hear. His gaze flicked toward the sea, then to the towers, then to the stain of blood on my skirt. “Aye,” he said at last. “But fear keeps a man’s eyes open.”

      Above us, unseen eyes watched from stone and sea and sky—faces half-formed in the mortar between blocks, shapes in the waves below, a shimmer of violet in crow-feathers. Ulaid itself was taking note. Measuring me. Measuring him. Measuring the rot coiled at its heart.

      “Come.” Ruairi offered his arm, formal now that so many watched. “Let us get you within the walls, Princess. Whatever game this druid plays, he plays it best on the ground he believes is his. It’s time we remind him whose banner hangs over this keep.”

      I laid my fingers lightly on his sleeve.

      The scald crow launched from the battlement, circling once above the gate before winging away toward the western tower where the queen's solar lay, its violet feathers bruising the sky.

      The dead man’s despair lingered in my bones, twisted with the crow’s warning and Sharnan’s smile.

      Blood under stone.

      A name without name.

      Debts must be paid.

      And I had just promised, before all of them, that the bloodshed ended with him. The kingdom had heard me. The land had heard me. Now I would learn the cost of that promise. Behind me, the execution stone darkened as the blood seeped deeper into the crack.
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          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The land marks a new ruler with a single shiver.

        The old powers remember her name.

      

      

      Ruairi

      The Tuatha Dé were real.

      Their magic had pulled breath back into my lungs and flesh onto my bones. Yet my people embraced the Holy Spirit—the one God.

      I owed my second life to Finvarra. But accepting their world as my own was another matter entirely.

      Her first act as ruler stunned me. She leaped from the carriage, fire blazing in her eyes, intent on stopping an execution. In doing so, she claimed her right as ruler and exposed the druid’s heinous deed.

      My breath caught. She stood there—violet eyes glowing, skirts muddied, hair shimmering with power. Even blood and death could not make her look mortal. A woman of prophecy and peril. I was sworn to lay my life at her feet.

      The axe fell before I could reach her. Her cry—“Stop, stop this”—cut through the courtyard like a prayer denied, and somewhere above the gate, wings beat once against the wind.

      When the head rolled, and blood spurted, I didn’t think; I only moved, dragging her against me, trying to shield her from a world she understood better than I did. But there was no shielding her. She had looked straight at him—the druid whose rot I had felt once before, though under no name I dared speak, even to myself.

      Something in the air around him tugged at an old wound—a field of dying men. Magic gone sour. The stench of a curse festering long after the man who cast it had stiffened on the ground. The years between then and now folded together. Not in recognition—no, I couldn’t place his face, his voice, not exactly. But the magic clinging to him… that, I remembered. Rust and bile lingered on the back of my tongue. A hum that made the hairs on my arms stand up. A shadow that should have stayed buried. My hand tightened on the sword hilt until the leather bit my palm. Yet there he stood, wearing a life that didn’t feel like it belonged to him, smiling at my princess.

      “Ruairi?” Her voice pulled me back. She looked at me with those violet-silver eyes, soft with concern in the middle of all this chaos. “Should you speak to someone about it? It might help.”

      We stood together at the edge of the clearing when the crowd began to thin. Sharnan had retreated, but his presence clung to the air. The condemned man’s body lay shrouded. The stone kept its red stain. The blood looked darker now, as if the ground had started to drink it.

      Her hand still rested on my forearm, light as a bird’s weight, but my muscles refused to unclench. My palm ached where it gripped the hilt of the sword, humming at my side, the fae-runed blade Finvarra had pressed into my hands at the edge of the Underworld.

      “You’re reading my mind, m’lady.” I watched her.

      She had altered her appearance for this arrival, abandoning the bookish disguise she sometimes favored in Finvarra’s hall. Without her spectacles, her eyes were striking—impossible to ignore.

      Wrapped in violet silk, hair bright as wildfire, she looked less like the quiet woman who preferred shadows and more like the daughter of two powerful realms—regal, radiant, unmistakably herself.

      “I don’t have to read your mind to see you’re suffering.” Her brows lowered, softening her features. “You don’t sleep, Ruairi.”

      There it was—that cursed tenderness. She did not speak as a princess to a guard. She spoke as a woman to a man she saw far too clearly.

      She was right. Sleep rarely found me, and when it did, Wicklow returned. Snow. Iron. The wind screaming through Wicklow. A body dropping beside me in the drift. My blood steaming where it met the frost.

      No priest could offer penance to a man who had already crossed the grave and come back with someone else’s magic in his veins.

      I dragged my thumb across the edge of the scabbard, grounding myself in the bite of leather and steel. I would have preferred her fear or disdain. Something easier to dismiss.

      “You should save your concern for this place.” My words came out rougher than I intended. “The evil Finvarra warned us of is not a ghost story told to frighten a child. You saw that just now.”

      “I saw a man murdered to make a point.” She held my gaze. “And I saw you hold me back from interfering. Was that your Christian God or your Fae king, I was not to offend?”

      “That was the axe, and the man who ordered it. You can’t stop a blade already falling, Macha.” Her name slipped from my mouth before I could pull it back. I almost swallowed it, replaced it with the safer m’lady, but it was too late.

      She stilled. Her lips parted—just a breath—and something in me broke loose. Her soft laugh unraveled a knot I’d carried for centuries. It terrified me more than the druid ever could.

      I had been a ghost wearing flesh when I saw her months ago in Knocknarea, Finvarra’s Kingdom—newly forged in his service, unsure where my second life began, and my death ended.

      I had left Colm O’Donnell’s visage behind and become what the soldiers whispered about: The Returned. A man brought back from the dead. A myth wearing a man’s name, returned to the body once mine.

      My breath vanished the moment she stumbled, my name falling from her lips. My heart sang—after centuries of silence in the Underworld. And it would again with every chance crossing, every stolen glimpse of her. Madness, maybe. Or memory. But not illusion.

      My mind played tricks on me. Unlike the Underworld, the Fae realm held its own terrors—shifting, glittering, deceptive. Nothing was what it seemed. Nothing.

      I buried myself in castle chores, becoming the man I once was. Finvarra gave the freedom to forget, and the freedom to remember—cruel gifts, both.

      I trained with the King’s Guard, mortal and Fae side by side—the war camp a stinking pit of sweat, steel, and fear. The tales were true—a place where a man could vanish and return moments later wearing the bones of a beast. How could any mortal fight such things? I gripped the practice blade like a man who no longer trusted his own hands.

      Then she walked in. Bare-headed. Braid swinging. Eyes like storm-broken silver. She didn’t slow, didn’t hesitate. Just took the sword from me, turned it, and shoved the hilt back into my palm. “You’ll gut yourself holding it like that.” She smirked and walked away.

      I had told myself I resented her. The truth was, I was hers from the very first correction.

      “You’re wrong, you know.” She turned her head and looked at me. “About the blade. I can’t change that death. But I can stop the next one.”

      I’d heard kings and generals promise the end of bloodshed more times than I could count. Yet when she said it, ankle-deep in mud, skirts streaked, severed head at her feet and magic sparking at her fingertips, the land itself leaned.

      The same shiver moved through the grass that had passed beneath her boots. I felt it in the tremor under my boots. Ulaid was listening.

      Ulaid—an old name, stricken from mortal maps long ago. Yet here, under Fae rule, time bends, and old kingdoms wear new faces.

      I knew Dunluce better than most.

      My mother’s people—the MacDonnells—had held it for generations. I had run those ramparts as a boy, laughing at travelers who called it cursed. But the fortress before me was not the one I remembered. The shape was the same, the cliff still roaring beneath it—but the walls were not stone. Up close, they twisted into petrified Elderwood, their grain spiralling with ancient gold. Faces surfaced in the knots, watching. Not carvings. Memories. Watching the way crows watched a battlefield—patient, knowing, hungry for the next name. A castle my kin once claimed… now shown in its true form, Fae and living, looking straight through me.

      The Red Hand, the banner of my people, hung above the gate, limp and dull, as if all its color had soaked into the stone.

      “Ulaid will not bow easily,” I muttered to myself, mostly. “And its wounds are older than you and me both. This is no simple posting, Princess. This is a graveyard that refuses to lie quiet.”

      “Then it chose the right guard.” Her hand touched mine, then moved away. “You’ve had practice.”

      Her attempt at humor should have earned a smile. It didn’t. Not when the dead murmured at the edge of my thoughts, awakened by the word guard, reminding me how many I had failed.

      I should have begged her to return to the carriage and to ride back to Finvarra’s court, to leave this cursed headland to decay. Let some other Fae-blooded prince take the post. Let some other fool stand between her and the darkness, wearing a druid’s face. But when I looked at her—chin lifted, shoulders squared, eyes bright despite what she’d just seen—I knew she would never agree.

      “Princess.” I had to put some distance between us before I did something unforgivable. “We should get you behind the walls. Whatever game Sharnan plays, he will not expect you to walk into his hall without first learning the lay of it.”

      “He expects fear. I’d rather disappoint him.” She turned then, gaze skimming the upper ramparts.

      We had not yet stepped through the gate. Behind us, the execution stone still bled into the grass. Ulaid was still listening.

      A movement above caught my eye.

      The wind changed.

      A bird had landed on the stone merlon—a raven, sleek and black, feathers wet with sea-mist. For a heartbeat, it looked like judgment. It tilted its head, bead-dark eyes reflecting us both.

      Then another shape streaked across the sky, sharp and swift as a thrown blade. The raven took off with an angry caw, driven from its perch. In its place, a smaller bird dropped onto the stone—slim and dark, with wings slick as soot but edged with a faint violet shimmer. When it ruffled its feathers, I saw it clearly: its chest was bright and ghostly pale against its soot-dark wings—the unmistakable sign of a scald crow. The crow hopped once, twice, claws scraping the stone. Its head turned, fixing first on Macha—as if it already knew her—then on me.

      Heat prickled at the back of my neck. The sword at my hip stirred, runes glimmering faintly beneath the leather of the scabbard. The blade recognized something in the bird—or in whoever had sent it. The Morrígna had their own messengers. I’d learned that much in whispers.

      The bird bowed its head to Macha, a quick, sharp dip, as if acknowledging a queen. The same way the land had bowed. Then its gaze slid back to me. For a moment, the world narrowed to that single, unblinking eye.

      I had seen that look before. Not from a living thing, but from the threshold of death—the way the Underworld regarded a soul that tried to turn back. Weighing. Measuring. Peeling skin from spirit to see what was left.

      The scald crow let out a harsh cry, but underneath the sound I caught a frayed edge of language, old as peat and storm.

      “Filleann sé… fós marbh… cosantóir.”

      Returns… still dead… protector.

      The word struck deeper than any title ever had, scraping across my mind in a voice older than prayer.

      “What is it?” Macha asked, following my gaze. “You’ve gone pale.”

      “It’s just a bird,” I lied. “Your sister’s, most like.”

      Not entirely a lie. Nemain and Rioghain favored such creatures. But they did not bow to men lightly. And they did not speak words meant only for ears that had once listened to the dead.

      The crow clicked its beak softly. Then, in a movement so swift I barely tracked it, it hopped along the stone, stopping directly above me. It bent, reached down, and plucked at the red hand sewn into my cloak.

      The thread there flared hot against my skin, heat blading through my spine to the old scar on my back. Images flashed—Wicklow snow, Finvarra’s hand reaching, the blade hovering between us, the moment breath flooded my lungs again. The scald crow saw it all. Saw me as I was then: corpse, speechless, dangling between realms.

      “Enough,” I muttered under my breath.

      The bird stilled. Then, very slowly, it lowered its head again—not to Macha this time, but to me. A bow. A warrior’s recognition. Protector. The old word again, curling through my mind like smoke.  Not king. Not a hero. Not a saint. Protector. For wherever Macha walked, trouble followed—and God help me, my heart followed too.

      Macha’s fingers tightened on my forearm. “Ruairi?”

      “It seems.” I forced my shoulders to relax, “your sisters know we have arrived.”

      “Good.” A smile flickered at the corner of her mouth. “Then they can watch Sharnan with me.”

      The crow cawed once more, a harsh, approving sound, then launched itself into the gray air. It wheeled above us, circling once over the gate, the violet sheen of its wings marking its path, before angling toward the highest of the western towers—the one where, if memory served, the queen's solar sat—a fitting place for a spy of the Morrígna.

      I watched it go, chest tight, the old question rising unbidden: Did it bow because the Morrígna favored my clan? Or because it saw what lay beneath my skin and decided I was useful to its mistress’s cause?

      “Ruairi.” Macha’s voice gentled. “Whatever it said—it was for you, not for me. You don’t have to tell me.”

      “That would be a first.” I tried for levity and failed. “You don’t want to pry into someone’s mind.”

      She huffed, the sound half a laugh. “I said I don’t have to. I never claimed I didn’t want to.”

      God help me, I almost smiled. In another world—another life—this might have been simple: just a man and a woman trading barbs at a castle gate. No dead underfoot, no druid risen from rot, no gods watching through a bird’s eyes. Instead, I shifted my grip on the sword, feeling its hum settle as the crow’s presence faded into the distance. And now the Morrígna’s own bird had seen fit to mark me. Still dead. Protector. Whatever the title meant, it bound me tighter than any oath I’d ever spoken aloud. Ahead, the gates of Ulaid creaked as the guards moved to open them. The stones groaned, old hinges complaining, chains rattling in protest.

      “M’lady.” I straightened, formal once more as the eyes of the courtyard turned back to us. “We should make our entrance. Let them see their new ruler come through the front gate, not slipping in like a thief.”

      “And you, Ruairi?” she asked softly. “How will they see you?”

      As I am, I almost said. A ghost in borrowed flesh. A sword at your side that answers to a name I have not yet earned. A man who prays to one God and serves another. Instead, I tightened my jaw. “As your guard.”

      She nodded, accepting that, though her gaze lingered on my face a heartbeat longer than was wise. “Then walk with me.” She met my gaze. “And keep your eyes open. Fear does that, remember?”

      Her own words, thrown back at me. I deserved that.

      “I remember.” I offered my arm.

      She placed her hand on my sleeve, light and steady.

      As we stepped toward the yawning mouth of the gate, the sea roared below, the wind tore at the banners, and somewhere high above, a scald crow screamed—a sound like a blade drawn from a sheath. For a brief, impossible moment, it felt as though the whole of Ulaid held its breath. As if the sisters themselves were listening from stone, sea, and sky.

      Whatever waited inside that keep—druid or worse—the Morrígna had claimed me protector, and I was fool enough to follow where my heart led.

      The gates groaned wider.
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        Memory softens what stone remembers.

        Ulaid does not.

      

      

      Macha

      We passed beneath the open gates, massive slabs of petrified Elderwood shifting like ribs expanding for breath. Light spilled through the widening seam—honey-gold catching the spiralling grain, tracing old knots that shaped brief, uncanny faces before melting back into shadow.

      A low, throaty sound—half growl, half purr—brushed the backs of my ankles. Not a warning. Not quite a welcome either.

      Sweet Thing slipped out from behind the shadow of the gate, smoke-gray fur lifting along her spine. Her molten-gold eyes stayed fixed on the fortress ahead, unblinking, as if the entire keep were a creature ready to strike.

      I told you to stay at Knocknarea.

      Sweet Thing’s tail flicked once.

      Behind me, Ruairi muttered under his breath—so softly a mortal ear might have missed it. “Sweet Thing.” His voice carried the horrified awe of a mortal. The cat did not look at him. She only gazed at the keep.

      The horses shifted uneasily behind me.

      Sweet Thing—my companion since childhood, and far more than a cat. For as long as I could remember, she had walked beside me. I had never once wondered where she came from.

      I stepped inside.

      From a distance, the fortress looked like any other cliff-keep: towers, ramparts, a stern silhouette against the sea. But once inside, the truth revealed itself. The courtyard, hollowed-out heartwood, vast and vaulted, with walls rising in smooth arcs—grown rather than built. Gold shimmered through the tight whorls of the grain, shifting like something alive beneath the surface.

      Sweet Thing yowled—a sharp, slicing sound that echoed off the timbered walls. She froze. Then she flickered. Just once—her outline thinning like smoke in a sudden gust—and she bolted back through the gates, her form dissolving into mist before reaching the threshold, as if she had never been there at all.

      A sign. A portent. A refusal.

      Something cold tucked itself beneath my ribs. Ulaid had just rejected one of the Morrígna’s own.

      This place remembered.

      The gold whorls stirred in the wood like something waking. Faces surfaced in the wooden walls—profiles, half-formed expressions—gone when I looked straight at them.

      The House of Faces.

      Recognition brushed my skin, a hand passing close but not touching. I had stood there as a child, small and uncertain, my father’s hand firm on my shoulder. Back then, the courtyard had been warm with life—farmers and workers crowding in for the evening meal, laughter rising into the rafters like smoke. For one brief season, it had felt like home.

      I no longer knew if that memory was mine… or something the castle wanted me to remember. The air tasted thinner, strained. The joy I remembered here had been erased from the stone, replaced by something tight and watchful.

      “What do you know of this place?” I lifted my chin, urging Ruairi to meet my gaze. I needed to understand what this land had become in the mortal realm. He would know. He was there.

      “The Isle of Demons. Aye, I knew it well. My mother’s kin held the place.” A shadow flickered across his face, and then he continued. “Three stone stacks guard the waters below—each reaching into the sky, each taller than the last. Sailors called it the Isle of Demons. To them, it was a warning.” His throat moved once. “To me, it was home.”

      His grief brushed my magic—a thin whispering ache. I slowed beside him. The great Ruairi O’Donnell stood before me less like a legend reborn and more like the boy who had lost too much too young.

      “The demon isle?” I frowned. “I’ve heard of no such thing.”  His pale face made me reconsider my future here. I slipped my hand into my satchel, finding comfort in the scripts within—written about the man standing beside me. Ruairi O’Donnell lived and died within those pages, his adventures igniting my heart. Those stories I had found on a journey to the mortal world, to a bookstore with my sisters. The book made him real—ink on vellum, distant, contained.

      I tightened my grip on the satchel. I stayed up all night reading until the candles guttered low. The man beside me was none of that. He was heat, steel, and regret—so close that if I shifted even an inch, my arm would brush his. My pulse fluttered—warm with want, heavy with memories he didn’t know were ours.

      I forced my gaze ahead, toward the dark corridor. Finvarra’s daughter shouldn’t feel this way—not today, not on the eve of her first execution. I bit my lip and walked at his side.

      “The McDonnells came from Scotland. ’Twas my mother’s people who lived within these walls.” He glanced at me, his hand on his sword.

      Did he think the enemy lurked in the shadows?

      “We call this place the House of Faces.” I gazed into his hooded eyes, losing all logical thought. That was how he affected me, his presence tugging at me like a tide—steady, relentless, impossible to ignore.

      “I know it as Dunluce Castle.” His expression turned dreamy. “A stronghold strategically set on the edge of the sea. It’s impressive. Thick walls. Narrow staircases.”

      “Perhaps the ghosts of your mother’s people wander these halls, hiding in the shadows, waiting for their time.” I hoped to make him smile, but his eyes grew cold instead. “You lived a long time ago, and yet here you are. In the same world on a different plane, in another time.” Beads of sweat pooled between my breasts, the lacy bra fitting too tightly, and the straps itching. Heat pooled low in my belly, traitorous—made worse by his nearness. His arm brushed mine once, and my magic sparked all the way to my fingertips.

      “I give thanks every day.” Color returned to his face, and he sent a nod my way, a respectful, slight nod, the kind meant for a superior officer, not a lover. The distance in that gesture stung more than it should have.

      “For?” I moistened my lower lip, my thoughts spinning.

      “Your father brought me back from the dead. He has allowed me to live once more, m’lady.” He tilted his head, his blue eyes catching the light.

      “My name is Macha, not m’lady,” I murmured, easing the faint glamour over my eyes—a soft violet tint Rioghain insisted I use instead of the spectacles I preferred. It blurred the sharpness of my gaze, letting me fade just a little.

      Ruairi’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. “Aye, Princess.”

      The word settled between us like a wall.

      The gilded doors burst open, a wizened old man dressed in black breeches and a mismatched topcoat appearing on the doorstep. He threw his hands against his chest.

      “Princess Macha. Welcome. Welcome to Castle Rock. We have long awaited your arrival, m’lady.” His gaze darted beyond the courtyard, returning to me. “I am Cormac, at your service. We have you situated in the queen’s chambers. Please, follow me.”

      “Cormac.” I looked into the man’s rheumy eyes, recognizing him as the Queen’s advisor from days gone by. Why was this man relegated to a simple manservant?

      Wrongness hummed beneath the skin of the castle. Power shifting in ways no one spoke aloud.

      “We met before, a long time ago.”

      “I remember, m’lady. I remember well.” His pained voice touched my heart. Grief clung to him like damp wool.

      “Cormac, this is Ruairi. He is my… personal guard. He will be well kept.” I nodded toward Ruairi, ensuring he was settled in a suite close to mine.

      “Aye.” He glanced toward Ruairi, doubt shadowing his eyes. Not distrust, exactly—more the wary measuring of a man who had seen too many oaths broken beneath this roof.

      The castle was as I remembered—vast and vaulted, with its ceiling curving overhead like an arching ribcage, every beam crafted from Elderwood. The ancient tree had petrified unevenly: its outer bark hardened into dark, spiralling grain, while the deeper heartwood had calcified into pale stone streaked with veins of gold. A faint scent of salt and kelp lingered, as if the sea had seeped into the walls long ago. Where the Elderwood gave way to its inner layers, the limestone shimmered under the torchlight, delicate threads of gold catching each flicker. The floor unfurled like a night sky—lapis, pearl, and basalt arranged into slow-shifting constellations that marked the passage of time. Magic breathed through every surface—old, restless, watchful.

      My gaze drifted to the walls and the rising hum of the chorus. The grain tightened, shadows folding into form. Faces surfaced from the petrified wood—hundreds of faces.

      “Blood spills upon stone.” They murmured as one. Their mouths did not move, but the words pressed against my teeth, ringing in the
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