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			Chapter 1

			I am the beginning of a girl: her throat filled with ash, desperately clawing her way from the earth with weak, trembling limbs and an urgent message on her lips.

			I surface. I open my eyes to see the wide gray sky. A howling scream pierces the air – mine.

			My fingernails sink into the damp soil as I heave the rest of my body out of the ground. I collapse onto my stomach, my cheek pressed to the dirt. I gasp out words that catch in my throat, my message nothing but a litany on my tongue with no thought, no memory, no reason attached. They grow ragged with my breathing, more and more incoherent as I come back to myself. As thoughts begin to form. As they cloud my mind, too many at once. 

			Where am I? How did I get here? I don’t remember.

			I stagger to my feet, grasping a nearby branch to steady myself. I blink against the light, my vision clearing as I take in the sight before me.

			I’m in a forest that has burned to the ground, every tree uprooted and fallen. Twisting branches encase me like a shroud, reaching for the sky like gnarled fingertips. I cough at the overwhelming stench of smoke from a recently extinguished fire. The air is so saturated with it that I have to press the back of my hand to my nose. It’s hardly any better. My bare arms are covered with soot and grime. The black dress I’m wearing is caked with dirt.

			I swipe a hand down the silky fabric. How did I come to wear this? It’s not even familiar. Nothing is familiar. I have no memory of my life before now.

			My breath hitches in alarm. ‘Think.’ My voice is rough, jarring. I press a hand to my chest as if it could slow my pulse. ‘There has to be something.’

			I reach for some scrap of memory that can quiet the panicked thoughts that come again. Who am I? Where am I? How did I get here? But nothing comes. My mind is empty. An endless void where I know – I know – there ought to be a lifetime of memories.

			Something rustles behind me. A few feet away, a crow lands on a blackened branch and beats its wings. Its small, inky eyes fix on me, unblinking. The sound it makes is a cross between a growl and a squawk. I step back, my skin breaking out in gooseflesh.

			Eyes black as pitch. Withered skin stretched over bones. I’ll find you. Wherever you go, I’ll find you.

			I flinch at the quick, fleeting image in my mind – a cacophony of ebony wings and cawing laughter that fills me with dread. Disturbing flashes of long, sharp beaks that drip with blood. Then a voice that rises up from the shadowed parts of my mind, one that is old and trembling, yet filled with malice. 

			After this, you’re on borrowed time.

			Who did that voice belong to? I don’t remember, and something tells me that I need to, that the message she gave me – the one I recited when I fought my way out of the ground – is important. And whatever it was, it scared the hell out of me.

			The voice comes again, fainter this time. Fading, dying. 

			I came to make you an offer.

			She dissolved into ash in my arms.

			I pull out of the memory with a startled jerk that scares the crow away. It takes off in a flurry of plumage, coming in too close as it swoops past. I step back so quickly that one of the pointed tree branches slices through the skin of my palm. A hiss of pain escapes my lips. I stare at the welling blood on my skin.

			Before I can stop myself – before I realize what I’m doing – power surges through my veins. It rushes down my wrist to where the blood pools along the palm of my hand. The energy is insistent, demanding. It hovers in the air as if asking for a command, anything I desire. I can make it real.

			I don’t want anything. Just something familiar. A memory.

			I watch in shock as the branch that cut me is warped into metal, like the hard edge of a dagger. It’s unsettling. I recall the shape of it, deep down in the blank space of my memories. As I’m trying to summon the image, metal spreads along the tree, its limbs turning into a thousand twisting blades. A nightmarish sight, drawn from thoughts of a place I don’t ever, ever want to recall. Where monsters with razor-sharp teeth that hid in the shadows of a dark forest.

			Turn it back to what it was. Burn it down again. Please.

			Black, scorched branches replace metal – but my power doesn’t stop there. It bursts out in startling, vivid blue flames that lick the air and consume the contorted, dead trees around me.

			Gasping, I shut my eyes as fear knots my stomach. I have to get out of here. I have to get out before I make it worse. I have to—

			An ear-splitting crack fills the silence. I open my eyes and watch as the trees all collapse to the ground, sending cinders into the sky that extinguish one by one like a thousand dying stars. 

			Now what’s left is a perfectly cut path through the remains of the twisting branches.

			Pull it in. Pull it in now. My power settles back in my chest, a solid weight that leaves me doubled over with a gasp at the throbbing pain. As if it’s stretching out the bones of my body, twisting itself into a space that doesn’t fit – that wasn’t made for it. 

			As if it never belonged to me to begin with.

			I hear that voice again, the one that sounds like a crone in her last, precious moments before death; filled with a tired, sad awareness of mortality. You are my only blood.

			Remember, I tell myself. I desperately search my mind, but the few memories there are too tenuous, delicate. 

			‘I can’t.’ I can barely say the words. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.

			Try harder.

			I begin to walk the burned tree path, tearing through string after string of fleeting memories. They disappear as if they were grains of sand falling through my fingertips. Focus. I try to redirect my thoughts to something simple. How I came to be here. Where I am.

			My name.

			My name. I don’t know my name.

			The realization hits me so hard that I feel a hot rush of panic. That’s not possible. Who forgets her own bloody name?

			It feels like it should come easily. It’s right there, within my reach. I can see the letters, the sound of it, the way my lips form the syllables. But when I push for the memory, it won’t come. 

			Fear makes me walk faster. My bare feet pad across the ash-covered ground at a speed that makes my legs burn with the effort, but I’m too upset to care. Up ahead, at the far end of the forest, a sliver of sunlight peeks through the clouds and reflects across the surface of a loch.

			I pause as an image of that loch flutters across my mind, swift as bird wings. I was flying – no, I rode a horse over the landscape so quickly, it felt as if I were flying. I was racing after a dark-haired man and a woman who were also on horseback. We were headed into a battle, defending people I cared about. But where are they? Who were they?

			Maybe my reflection will help me remember.

			I break into a run, tearing through the line of dead trees, ignoring the sharp pain when my feet are cut by twigs. I burst through the forest and sprint down the rocky beach, heading for the remains of a dock. The wood looks just sturdy enough to walk on.

			My name is on my lips; I’m trying to form the sounds. It’s something several syllables long – but there’s another one, shorter. A single syllable. Concise, direct.

			It comes with the memory of the man who rode into battle with me. God, my chest aches at the thought of him. He whispered that shortened name like he loved the sound of it. Like he was telling me a secret. As if it meant I love you and I want you. As if it were a promise on his lips, a declaration. A vow.

			My feet hit the dock. The whole structure groans beneath my weight. I take those last steps tentatively, so the wood doesn’t collapse. Then I lie down on my stomach, peer over the edge, and look into the still water.

			Those aren’t my eyes.

			It’s the first thing I notice. They should be different – hazel, I think. A mixture of brown and deep, deep green. Now they’re the light amber of raw honey. The color is rich and vibrant and unsettling.

			Those aren’t my eyes. They can’t be. 

			I study my features for anything else that stands out. My face stares back at me, and it looks familiar. Ginger freckles are scattered across the bridge of my nose, along my cheekbones and the tops of my shoulders where the dress has left them bare. My curly, copper-colored hair dips closer to the water, a single ringlet barely touching the surface. I know my face, just as I’d know my name if I heard it.

			The rest of me is ordinary, normal. Human features in a human face. My attention returns to my eyes. Not mine. Not human. A chill goes through me when I see a glimmer beneath the irises, like a shadow crossing water.

			Compelled, I reach out to touch my reflection. The moment I make contact with the water, it tugs at the power inside me. God, it hurts. The pain eases only when I free it again from its prison in my chest.

			Ice forms around my fingertips – but it doesn’t stop there. It spreads quickly across the surface of the water, fanning out in tendrils of frost. The surface is like glass, perfectly formed and clear as a mirror. It’s so beautiful that I can’t help but admire it. 

			Until I realize the ice isn’t stopping. I try to draw it back, but it’s too late. I can’t. My powers won’t be caged now, they won’t be contained or slowed. The frost keeps spreading across the loch, reaching the rocks along the far shore.

			Slow down. Slow down—

			Thunder claps in the distance and I start. Overhead, the shaft of sunlight that lit up the silver waters of the loch disappears behind dark storm clouds that weren’t there a moment ago. A sudden icy wind cuts through the delicate fabric of my dress.

			‘Stop it,’ I tell my power in a choked whisper, struggling to pull it back into that too-small space in my chest. ‘Stop stop stop.’

			My power snaps back so fast and painfully that I cry out. I scramble to my feet, pulse quickening. The loch and the beach are covered in a thick layer of ice.

			What did I just do? The power is like my eyes – it doesn’t feel right. It’s not mine. How can it be? I can’t control it.

			Accept. You must accept now.

			A skeletal hand wrapping around mine in a hard, bruising grip. A withered body embracing me, and a sudden agonizing, searing pain. 

			I remember how I threw back my head and screamed and screamed and screamed.

			Staggering at the memory, I hurry away from that damned dock before I can do something else. Something even worse than freezing the water and bringing a storm.

			Just what the bloody hell was that? What am I? 

			My thoughts whisper a word. A horrifying suggestion that makes me go still with dismay. Fae. 

			No, I’m not fae. Something else. I stare down at my feet, swollen and cut up from walking through the forest. I’m something that can still bleed easily. The pain is almost reassuring, grounding. A memory comes fast: me curling my fingernails into my palms to recall what pain felt like.

			Pain that said I’m still human. I’m still me. Bleeding is what mortals do.

			I’m still mortal.

			The sharp beat of horse hooves draws me out of my thoughts. The rhythm is a faint, steady staccato against the earth. It isn’t just the sound – I can feel it. In the rocks, the same way my power connected to the water. It’s coming from the living forest at the far end of the loch.

			Three horses. Each with a rider … and something else.

			Power. It has a weight to it, the way air does on humid days. A heaviness accompanied by a wild, earthy scent that’s vaguely floral. It calls to something inside me that knows – with certainty – that those riders are my enemies. The heady scent of their power grows closer, gliding across the land in tendrils like shadows cast by trees. 

			They’re searching for something.

			I flick a glance down at my hands, still cold from the water. They must be looking for the source of power. For whomever killed half a forest and burned it to the ground. For whomever froze the surface of the loch.

			Me. They’re looking for me.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter 2

			

			I take off running. My bare feet slap against the smooth beach rocks and up the bank until I reach the soft, charred dirt of the dead forest. Power barrels out of me in a burst through the branches, bending them in an arched path to let me through. I sprint toward the towering trees on the banks of the loch, where the forest was left untouched by my destructive abilities.

			The riders are getting closer. As if they sense I’m nearby, the rhythm of horse hooves grows faster, louder. It matches the beat of my heart, the roar of my breath.

			The living forest is full of tall Scots pine, the perfect kind of place to hide – or attack. The trees have grown so densely that I can barely see beyond the first line of the thicket. The canopy is full of lush, vibrant leaves that greedily absorb the sunlight before it can touch the ground, leaving the trunks shrouded in impenetrable shadows. The branches creak and groan, the air growing colder as I approach.

			I run for the cover of darkness, an inexplicable thrill going through me. It’s comforting – the familiarity of it, the way setting up an ambush is second nature. I’ve done this before. Many, many times.

			As I approach the line of trees, the sticks and rocks in the soil are sharper against my bare feet. I speed up and leap the last few feet into the thicket as if I were diving into a cold stream. With no light reaching the ground, even the air is frigid and harsh against my bare skin.

			I find someplace to hide, then wait for them to come.

			The horses are right behind me at the entrance to the woods. I can feel the touch of power from one of the fae riders searching the landscape as they dismount to head through the trees. A tendril of it brushes the hair along my neck, along with a voice at the back of my mind saying, Found you.

			I hope he hears my silent challenge: Then come and get me.

			I move against a tree, pressing my back firmly to the trunk. I slow my breath. My power recedes into my veins and I tamp it down further, ignoring how much it hurts. I can feel how unsettled it is; the space where it’s being kept is too small, too confining. It longs to be freed.

			Not yet. Soon.

			In this dense thicket with my power contained, I’m invisible to the fae. I smile at the excitement building in my chest. Almost. They’re so close now; I can feel them.

			I peek around the trunk to see the riders. Their skin shines even in the shadowed grove. Their faces don’t trigger any memories, but my power senses theirs and identifies it easily. Daoine sìth, the most powerful fae in the Seelie and Unseelie Courts, capable of controlling the elements. They specialize in entering humans’ minds, able to manipulate them with a single thought.

			These are Unseelie. I can tell. Even as they search for me, their hunger for human energy is insatiable, a demanding roar at the backs of their minds. My power can sense it.

			‘Here,’ one of them says. From my hiding place I can glimpse the blood red of his hair, the slope of his strong jaw. ‘The trail ends here.’

			‘Is it the Queen?’ says another.

			‘Doesn’t feel like it,’ the first says in a low voice. ‘But she might have sent someone to kill for her.’

			The Queen. A memory stirs inside me, but it’s gone the moment the fae edge closer to my tree. They move through the woods like ghosts, every step so controlled that not a single sound gives them away.

			But they don’t know I’m only a few feet from them. I can tell by the cautious way they hold themselves, eyes searching the distance. They don’t sense me pressed against the tree as if I were a part of it.

			I look around me for a weapon, pausing when I notice the foliage at my feet. I think of what happened at the loch, the way my blood mixed with power to create metal. I can make my own blade. 

			A smile curves my lips as I pluck a branch from the ground to slice open the skin of my arm. I hold back a flinch at the cut. My power flows down my wrist in a subtle pulse the fae soldiers won’t notice. The anticipation of battle keeps me focused, intent. Unafraid. There’s no time for fear.

			A thin line of melted metal forms around the branch, warping and flattening to form a fine edge. Then it lengthens into a point sharp enough to break easily through skin. The blade is beautiful, perfectly suited to me, with its own internal, fiery glow. An object of power. Made of my blood. Created to kill. 

			I start forward with the sword in my grip, slipping forward in agile, silent steps across the ground. I don’t need to remember my past to know that I’ve done this many times before. My body recalls it for me. The way my knees bend to keep my movements swift. The way my toes touch the soil and take my weight. The way I stall my breath to exhale as quietly as the air around us.

			So the faery at the back of the trio never even realizes I’m there – until the moment I hook an arm around him, my palm across his lips, and slide my blade across his throat. 

			He dies before he can make a sound.

			His energy fills me. My blood sings in response, a hymn of death that only I can hear. The other two fae pause, as if sensing something, but they don’t turn. They’re confident he’s behind them, ready to defend their backs. Ready to protect them. 

			That is their mistake.

			The one at the front motions with two fingers to move forward. Perfect. 

			I gently set the faery’s body on the ground and loop around a tree, pressing my back to it as I approach the second. 

			I was wrong about having hunted like this before. It’s efficient and brutal and familiar – but it’s different. My power hums. It muffles my steps. It makes my joints move as fluidly as water across rocks. There’s a wildness that I’m sure I’ve never felt before, as if I’m aware of the entire forest, and every move my enemy is about to make.

			I slip behind him like a shadow. One palm to his lips, just like the other. A joyful, savage whisper in his ear that scares some part of me from the life I’ve forgotten: Got you.

			My arm snakes around the faery as if to embrace him, and then I plunge the sharp end of the blade through his ribs and into his heart. His muffled scream presses to my palm. I jerk my head up to see if the last one noticed.

			Our eyes lock. 

			He watches with horror as I pull the sword out of his companion and drop his body to the ground at my feet. His blood drips from my blade. 

			As the second dead faery’s energy fills me, I smile. In that moment, I know I look like death.

			His expression changes to one of recognition. He manages a single word: ‘You.’

			Minutes ago, that would have made me pause. It would have been enough to break through my haze of confusion. But I’m too far gone now. My power is finally calm, sated, singing the words finish it finish it finish it in a blood-pounding roar in my ears. After all, he’s not running. 

			That is his second mistake.

			My fingers grip the hilt of the blade. I flick my wrist and the blade flies through the air. It strikes the faery through the neck. His legs curl beneath him, the way a stag’s would after being shot on a hunt.

			We are all the stag.

			Who said that? I wince at the sudden pang of vulnerability those words bring. Stop it. Nothing matters but the feel of his power through my veins. Mine now. He needed to die. He would have killed me.

			Curling my lip, I stride over and yank the blade out of him.

			My head comes up as I sense another source of power. This one is less substantial; it doesn’t have as much weight to it, or the same deep, insatiable hunger. It’s more like rays of sunshine. This one breaks through the haze of my own power and calls to something inside me. 

			Something human. The idea makes me want to smile and laugh and cry with joy.

			I turn, the blade hanging limply in my grasp. There he is: a small glow in the thicket of trees. A halo of light that would fit neatly in the palm of my hand. 

			He whispers a name. It’s no more than a breath of a sound, as if saying it hurts. 

			‘Aileana.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter 3

			Aileana. 

			That name is a burden, something painful and sharp-edged and thorny. Seven letters and four syllables that scratch and scratch and scratch at something inside me, peeling it away like a layer of skin to see the blood beneath.

			Aileana.

			My memory of this faery is so strong I can practically feel his tiny dragonfly wings rustling beneath my fingertips, soft and smooth as silk. His musical laughter in my ears, clear as a bell. 

			Aileana.

			No. No, I don’t want it. Whatever it is that comes with that name – whatever that crushing burden is – it’s too much, too oppressive. It’s a crippling weight, more than any one person should bear.

			‘Aileana,’ the faery says again in delight. ‘I felt a burst of power and it felt like you and—’ He pauses and tilts his head slightly. ‘Your eyes look different. How can you be—’

			Then he’s flying toward me, his movements so quick that I’m jarred from my memories. I slide back into the comfort of instinct, of battle-readiness. It’s the only thing I know. It’s the only thing that’s felt right since I clawed my way out of the dirt and cracked my eyes open to find myself alone.

			I don’t know you. I don’t know that name. You weren’t there. No one was.

			‘Stop!’ My blade slices through the air between us, the tip coming to a halt a pinpoint away from the pixie’s wee face. ‘Stop,’ I say again, lower this time. ‘Don’t come near me.’

			He puts up his hands, but his eyes narrow. ‘Put that down. What is wrong with you?’

			Nothing. Everything. I don’t remember.

			He tries to fly around the sword, but I put it between us again. ‘I said don’t come near me.’ My body is poised in a fighting stance. ‘Don’t make me hurt you.’

			For some incomprehensible reason, I feel guilty saying that.

			‘Have you gone barmy?’ The pixie flickers a glance at my faery victim and he looks irritated. ‘What are you going to do, stab me?’ When I don’t reply, he lets out a huff. ‘For god’s sake. I watched you die. At least let me sit on your shoulder and plait your hair before you threaten me.’

			Sit on my shoulder? Plait my hair? What?

			Then his earlier words sink in: I watched you die.

			A sudden phantom pain shoots through my chest – just over my heart. It feels real enough that I press a hand there, almost expecting to find a blade sticking out of my ribs. Instead, there’s only the puckered skin of a fresh scar, long and thin. 

			I look down and drag a finger across the mark, assessing the shape of it, the depth of the injury that would have caused it. Three smaller marks form a semicircle around it – the design of an underside of a sword hilt, thrust hard enough to leave their impressions behind.

			With enough force to rip through skin, bone, and heart. A killing blow.

			‘I died?’ I can barely contain my horror. Is that why I was in the ground? Then what brought me back? 

			A whisper at the back of my mind once more, as soft as a rustle of feathers. Accept. You must accept now.

			The pixie’s impatient snort interrupts my thoughts. ‘Yes. Now can we get to the part where you give me a damn hug?’

			I almost smile, but then another voice brushes across my mind, quick as a heartbeat. I can’t heal this. I blink back the sting of tears at that. ‘How long have I been dead?’

			The pixie’s hands fist at his sides as if he’s resisting the urge to touch me. ‘Two months, nineteen days. I’ve kept count.’

			Two months, four days. And I can’t recall any of that time, or my life before that.

			I search my mind again, and all I can grasp are impressions, fragments of profound joy and grief. Of chasing monsters through the night. Of intimate touches and whispered promises. Nothing that tells me who I am, or how I came to be in a forest, surrounded by miles of dead trees, with no memory.

			I lower my blade and slide my fingers down my bare, blood-and-dirt-coated arms. As if I would find the answers there. As if it would tell me everything.

			Nothing.

			Beneath the grime is smooth, unblemished skin. And yet … that feels wrong. I may only remember fragments, but my fingers recall the touch of uneven skin, marred with half-moon marks. The shape of teeth. Dozens of bites that speak of grief and loss and loneliness.

			‘I can’t remember,’ I whisper.

			‘You’re going to have to be more specific,’ the pixie says. He plants his hands on his hips. ‘Do you remember dying?’

			‘No.’

			‘How you got those freaky eyes?’

			‘No.’

			‘How you gained the power to level a whole forest?’

			I let out a small laugh despite myself. ‘Still no. Listen—’

			‘You remember me, right?’ the pixie bursts out. When I shake my head, his face falls. ‘But … I’m Derrick. I lived in your closet. You’re my companion.’ He waves his hands frantically. ‘I made your dresses!’

			I frown down at my dress. ‘You made this?’

			Now Derrick looks insulted. ‘No, I did not make that. That is hideous. I made you things with ribbons and flounces and you looked like you belonged on the top of a fancy cake.’ 

			When I just blink at him, he takes my moment of uncertainty to fly over to me. Then, before I can even protest, Derrick is tangled in my hair.

			I almost push him away. I open my mouth to tell him, Stop touching me, because I’m starting to feel things. Too many things. Killing is easy, it’s instinctive. It doesn’t require thoughts or memories or regret over my empty mind. It doesn’t come with a name that’s more like a burden.

			Then the pixie’s hands slide through the strands of hair just behind my ear, his cheek presses briefly to mine, and I can’t say the words. Each touch is enough to break through my violent urges to speak to the parts of me I’ve forgotten. Something in me that knows he’s doing this to make sure I’m really here. Alive.

			How long have I been dead?

			Two months, four days. I’ve kept count.

			One inhalation, another, as he breathes in my scent. Derrick frowns. ‘You smell different.’

			His wings fluttering against my skin are so utterly familiar that I shut my eyes. My body relaxes. All my fighting instincts and roaring power are calmed by the immediate comfort his scent and touch brings, a sense of home. I can’t help but reach up to stroke his wings. I’m home. I’m home. He’s my home.

			‘What do I smell like?’

			‘You, but not.’ Derrick sniffs again and scowls. ‘I don’t like it. It reminds me too much of—’ He presses his lips together, the halo around him flashing crimson.

			‘Now, now,’ I say gently. He looks upset, and something tells me an upset pixie is never a good thing. But I have to know. ‘You can’t start a sentence like that and not end it.’

			‘Fine,’ he bites out. ‘You smell like him.’

			I suddenly find it painful to swallow and I don’t know why. ‘Him?’

			Derrick’s wings are fanning gently, his jaw tight. ‘There’s a lot you’ve missed. Let’s save that conversation for later. I just got you back.’ He looks me over, pausing at the mix of soot and dirt on my face. Suddenly, his light goes dim and he looks stricken. ‘Oh, god. Please don’t tell me you’ve been wandering around all this time—’

			‘No,’ I say quickly. Then, more quietly: ‘I came out of the ground and couldn’t remember how I got there.’ And there was no one there to remind me. ‘You didn’t leave me behind?’

			Derrick’s shocked eyes meet mine. ‘Of course I didn’t—’ Then he realizes what I just said. ‘You came out of the …? Bloody hell. Bloody hell. No wonder you pointed that sword at me. No one else was here except those goddamn Unseelie.’

			Now he’s prodding my temple with his wee fingers, checking for injuries. ‘Are you hurt? Did you hit your head when you came back?’ Derrick asks, all concern now. ‘You humans have very fragile heads. Your brain isn’t about to leak out of your ears, is it?’

			I wince when he touches a shallow cut along my hairline where a branch must have snagged me while I was running. ‘Um. I don’t think so.’

			‘Good. Can you count to five?’ He waves a hand in front of my face. ‘How many fingers am I holding up?’

			I pull away. ‘Stop that. I’m not an idiot and I don’t have a visual impairment.’

			‘Well, how am I supposed to know?’ he asks, clicking his tongue. After another minute of inspection, he says, ‘The good news is, you have no serious injuries and your head isn’t broken. Congratulations.’

			‘And the bad news?’

			‘You came out of the ground, you don’t have a memory, and you’re standing there staring at me like a fuddled sheep. Also, you smell. Just a bit.’ 

			I glare at him. ‘Any other helpful observations? Theories about why I can’t recall anything?’

			Derrick pulls back, tapping a finger against his lips. ‘I’ve never heard of someone coming back after being dead as long as you, especially not one who didn’t have a body to return to. That, and your fragile human brain, is probably to blame for the memory loss.’ He snaps his fingers. ‘I know someone who can help you.’

			‘Who?’

			‘Aithinne, of course.’ When I just stare at him, he sighs. ‘She’s the Seelie Queen. She talks a bit like she’s outrageously drunk most of the time, but she’s harmless unless she wants to kill you. But first things first.’ He motions to the bodies at our feet as if I should know what to do with them. ‘We need to dispose of these. Quickly. We’ve spent too much time here as it is.’

			Derrick dives to the ground and starts digging with a combination of his hands and small bursts of power. He moves the heavy dirt and rocks with surprising speed and efficiency for such a small creature, heaping them in a pile on the forest floor. In no time, the hole grows a few feet deep and wide and he just keeps going.

			When he catches me staring, he says impatiently, ‘Well? Don’t just stand there. You killed them, you help bury them.’

			I shake my head and grasp one of the dead faeries, grunting as I pull him across the ground. With all that armor on, the faery is heavier than he looks. ‘Is there a reason we’re hiding them? Why can’t we just leave them behind?’

			‘We’re in the middle of a tense accord between the Seelie Queen and the Unseelie King.’ Derrick says it evenly, but there’s a note of worry beneath his words. An urgency. ‘When the king’s soldiers find these bodies, he’s going to assume Aithinne has declared war. Burying them will buy us enough time to warn her.’

			I just came back from the dead and I’ve already started a war between two monarchs. Brilliant. ‘I didn’t mean to—’

			‘There’s nothing to apologize for,’ he says shortly. ‘One of them has to kill the other, and they’ve been delaying it in the hope that another solution would present itself. It hasn’t. This was inevitable.’ 

			No wonder the other faeries were talking about territories and the Queen sending someone to kill for her; we must be on the King’s land. That pricks at a memory at the back of my mind, another important one I can’t recall.

			It’s to do with the monarchs. The King. I may not remember his name, but the emotions I feel when I think of him are strong. I cared for him. Deeply enough that Derrick’s words fill me with dread.

			Ask something else. ‘They have to?’

			‘They don’t have a choice,’ he says.

			‘Then I need to speak with the King.’ I need him to know I’m alive. ‘I’ll tell him it was me. It doesn’t have to be inevitable.’ I know it doesn’t have to. There has to be something else—

			‘No,’ Derrick says.

			‘Derrick—’

			‘It won’t make any difference,’ he says sharply. ‘We’re running out of time.’ The ground rumbles and his power tosses so much dirt that it smacks into a nearby tree. ‘We have to accept that one of them is going to die and she’s the better, kinder monarch. She should be the one to live.’ 

			In the middle of dragging the third body toward the pit, I freeze at his words. She should be the one to live. We’re running out of time.

			He sees my expression and slows his digging. ‘Hell,’ he mutters. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.’

			I don’t reply. Blurred memories surface. They’re an assault of images and words, none of them clear except for an urgency that leaves me trembling. A desperate sense that it isn’t too late, that we can save them both. But when I try to see how, pain slams through my temples so hard that I see stars. I bite my tongue to keep from crying out.

			‘Running out of time?’ I ask, voice hoarse. I shake my head in frustration. What’s the point of being brought back if I can’t remember anything?

			‘You’ll see. The land is crumbling just beyond the forest border.’ Derrick returns to his rapid digging, only this time his movements are more agitated. The pit is at least six feet deep now, but the fae would be able to smell their dead past that. He keeps going. ‘Our realm is breaking apart because they refuse to kill each other. If one of them doesn’t die, we all will.’

			Our realm. There it is again; the voice in my memories is whispering something about curses and power. When I push for more, my head starts pounding again. I wince and press my fingertips to my temples.

			When I glance at Derrick, he looks away. But I’m nothing if not persistent. I want to know who the Unseelie King is. Why I feel so strongly. ‘If you think he should die,’ I say quietly, ‘shouldn’t I at least see him before the end?’

			Derrick’s mouth presses into a hard line. ‘You weren’t here to see the things he’s done,’ he says quietly. ‘He’s so far gone, he might not give a damn about you.’

			I blanch at that, blinking back the tears that suddenly prick at my eyes. I don’t have a response; there’s nothing from my memories to insist that Derrick is wrong. Only what I feel. And I don’t know if I can trust that, either.

			So I roll the corpses into the pit and help Derrick cover them up with dirt.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			Chapter 4

			Derrick urges me through the forest at a demanding speed. If I slow to a jog, he pushes me to go faster. ‘The farther we get from those bodies before nightfall, the better,’ he says. ‘I’ve got people to warn.’

			I almost stumble over a tree root. I’m breathing so hard I can’t even speak at first. When I finally do, all I can manage is: ‘Fly ahead?’

			Derrick’s mouth sets in a line. ‘No.’

			‘But—’

			‘I’m not leaving you.’ His wings flick in agitation. ‘Not when I’m half convinced you’re the product of either some insane dream or my overactive imagination. And I just got my shoulder seat back. Now, move your arse.’

			I pick up my pace, sprinting until my muscles burn. Neither of us speaks, not even hours later, when we find an abandoned cottage deep in the woods. Derrick decides we’re far enough from the dead forest to rest for the night. 

			And not a moment too soon, because I am about to keel over. 

			The thatched roof is sturdy enough to keep out most of the rain. The air inside is musty. A single hole in the corner of the stonework lets in enough rain that water and moss have spread along the walls.

			My feet ache. Carefully, I lower my sore body to the cold stone floor and sit while Derrick rummages in a trunk on the far side of the room. The blankets he finds inside are moth-eaten and dirty, the old wool riddled with holes. With a contented sigh, he starts stitching up the fabric.

			‘Derrick.’ I test the weight of his name on my tongue, hoping to use it to conjure a memory. The sense of home returns, the comfort, but no memories. No images of my former life.

			‘Aileana.’ I try my own name, reaching to the dark parts of my mind. I have to know why I came back. How I came back. I whisper my name over and over until it’s a breath on my lips. Until it’s no more than a sound. That feeling of immense burden rises again and I try to weather it. I let the storm build and see where it takes me, but beyond it, there’s still nothing.

			Oh, confound it. I give up. 

			‘I had another name,’ I say, irritated by my inability to recall even the most basic things. ‘Didn’t I? It was shorter. One syllable.’ 

			Derrick goes quiet, and his fingers are suddenly still. He’s avoiding my gaze. ‘You did.’ He jabs the needle through the material and bites his lip. He’s thinking hard, that much is obvious.

			I narrow my eyes. ‘I may not have my memories of you, but I know that look. You don’t want to be honest with me.’

			‘Fine.’ He shrugs. ‘If you want honesty, I prefer Aileana. It’s distinctive, rolls off the tongue in a pleasant—’

			‘Tell me or I won’t let you sit on my shoulder.’

			‘Kam,’ Derrick finally says in a short sigh. ‘He called you Kam, short for your surname, Kameron. There. Are you happy now?’

			Kam. That’s the one. I recall the sound of it between wild kisses, as if he would never tire of saying it. Kam. I love that name. I can feel him whispering it against the pulse at my throat. It meant everything. It said everything.

			But with those memories comes a reminder of the urgent message I came back to deliver. It’s to do with him. It’s why I’m here.

			‘Derrick,’ I say softly. He looks over at me, cautious now. ‘Is he the Unseelie King?’

			He’s quiet for the longest time. ‘Aye.’

			‘Did I love him?’

			‘More than anything.’

			It hurts to swallow. ‘Did he love me?’

			Rain taps against the roof. A breeze rattles the wooden door. When Derrick speaks, his voice is so soft, I strain to hear him. ‘He loved you so much that when you died, he might as well have died with you.’

			

			The next morning, we continue through the woods at an exhausting pace. The forest has grown so shadowed that I can barely see the ground in front of me. Beyond the far-reaching tops of the trees, the slate-gray clouds are heavy with rain, dark enough to appear shaded with ink.

			I notice with some bewilderment that the sky is not the only part of the landscape that’s monochrome. The farther we travel, the more the forest seems entirely bled of color, like I’m walking through a charcoal drawing. The minimal traces of green among the trees is faded, as if coated with a layer of fine dust. The leaves are all withering, the branches brittle.

			As if the entire forest is dying.

			When I brush my fingertips against the trunks of the trees, I can feel the life force there – and it’s fading. The slow pulse of a living thing in its last days, as it struggles to take its final remaining breaths. Just like the voice from my memory.

			Accept the offer, child.

			Just that small flash makes my heart slam painfully against my chest. She had a voice of destruction. One I can still feel viscerally, a stroke of cold fingertips down my spine. 

			The only thing that makes our journey bearable is when Derrick tells me about my past. About how I grew up in Edinburgh as the daughter of a marquess. About how he and I met after my mother was murdered. He regales me with tales of the nights I spent killing faeries, until the day they rose up from the mounds beneath the city and raided Scotland. They destroyed every village and township – and then they continued their destruction elsewhere. All this while I had been captured and imprisoned in their realm.

			Derrick talks and talks, but his account of my life is missing the details of the Unseelie King. Who he was, how he and I met, how I came to love him. The things he’s done since my death. Every time he almost comes up, Derrick changes the subject.

			So I don’t mention him again. Derrick is content to sit on my shoulder and tell stories about our misadventures. He seems amused by the fact that my previous life summed up is basically death, destruction, and murder – in that order. What a miserable existence.

			‘So you thought I was dead once before, and then I did die?’ I ask in disbelief. ‘This is something I do often? Die and come back?’ 

			Now I’m not certain I want my memories. No wonder I’ve blocked it all out. Maybe my burden became too much and I decided to bid goodbye and good bloody riddance to Aileana Kameron. She was a girl who lived for vengeance and became blinded by it. By the time she realized that, it was too late to change anything.

			Only she wasn’t a different girl. She was me, and I had the chance to save the world and failed.

			Maybe I wanted to start over.

			Derrick’s hands are in my hair again, plaiting, plaiting, always plaiting. He said he would only do one strand and now there are about fifteen braids lost in my curls. Later, when I take them out, my hair is going to look like a bird’s nest, I’m sure of it.

			I wonder if it’s because Derrick enjoys the task, or if he touches me to remind himself that I’m not a figment of his imagination. Or if he’s deliberately trying to make my hair look ridiculous. The former, I hope.

			‘You know how a cat has nine lives?’ he asks.

			I sigh when I feel him start on another strand. ‘No.’

			‘Well, they have nine and you have … well, I don’t know how many at this point. At least twelve. More than any other human I’ve ever met, certainly.’ His hands move deftly as he braids. ‘So I kept searching for you because I thought that maybe, like a cat, you’d just show up one day and start making demands.’

			I step over the trunk of a felled tree as we cross a forest glen. ‘You thought I’d just show up? Even after you burned my body and buried my ashes?’

			After he’d told me about fae funeral rites, the way I came back made more sense. No wonder it felt like my throat was lined with ash, my body was covered in soot, and why I had to claw my way out of the ground. My body was burned on a pyre. My ashes were put into the ground. My death was final.

			Bringing me back after all that must have required a great deal of power. I had to be rebuilt – bone, muscle, blood, heart, and mind. All of it.

			Derrick goes quiet. ‘Aye.’ I know he wants to say more, but instead he clears his throat and quickly adds, ‘After all, you’re my companion. I can always sense you, even when you don’t feel the same, and even when you smell of death and misery.’

			My feet are silent on the ground as I slip through the trees, my movements light, my pace quick. I may not know where he’s leading me, and I may be reluctant to remember the difficult parts of my past, but something in my memories is demanding that I hurry. I need to get my memories back before …

			Before what?

			That trembling, ancient voice is whispering in my ear again, but I can’t make out the words.

			At my second frustrated breath, Derrick puts his chin in his hands and says, ‘So are you going to share what’s going on in that silly mind of yours or shall we play a guessing game? Does it involve murdering something?’

			‘No.’ My head hurts. ‘Don’t you wonder what brought me back? Why I’m here?’

			‘Of course I do,’ he says in a tone that sounds like I’m not a bloody idiot. ‘Your memory is shite. You smell weird, your eyes are weird, your scars are gone, which is weird, your skin is—’

			‘Weird?’ I guess.

			‘Feverishly hot.’ He makes an exasperated sound. ‘That’s not normal. Don’t humans die if they get too hot?’ When I open my mouth to reply, he shushes me. ‘Never mind. And stop asking the other questions, because once they’re answered, it’s going to ruin everything. I just know it.’

			‘Fine. Then tell me why you looked for me when you knew I was dead.’

			Derrick flinches and looks away. It wasn’t my intent to bring up something so painful. And it must be – his wings have drooped and he has finally stopped plaiting my blasted hair. 

			After a few minutes, he finally says, ‘I wished for you. I spent two and a half months wishing for you. To see you one last time.’

			‘Before what?’

			‘I don’t know yet.’

			I almost tell him I’m not the Aileana he deserved, the one he wanted. He hoped for his friend, and instead he got me – a not-quite-human creature whose mind is empty. Maybe when the dead come back, they’re always wrong. Different. Maybe it’s not something Aithinne can fix.

			‘I don’t know if I believe in wishes,’ I murmured, almost to myself. It’s like believing in hope. They make you want things you can’t have. Wishes are dangerous things.

			‘Maybe you should.’ He sounds almost defensive. ‘Wishes hold power. We believe that if you love someone and wish for them hard enough, they’ll return to you. Here you are. I loved you enough; we all did. I’m guessing he did, too.’

			He. Him. As if by Derrick not saying his name, the Unseelie King ceases to be who he was, someone I loved. I know the power names hold better than anyone. Yesterday, I was a girl without an identity, someone risen from the ashes of a dead forest. 

			A girl whose only memories were the movements her body made during a slaughter.

			Now I have a name. And with that comes the expectation that I’m unchanged, still the same Aileana killed by a sword to the chest while she tried to save the world. Derrick believes I can be fixed – and I don’t have the heart to suggest that maybe you can’t fix what’s already dead.

			Just like maybe I can’t save the Unseelie King. Maybe Derrick is right and the parts of the man I loved died with me. Maybe he can’t be fixed, either.

			Another memory is tugging at the dark corners of my mind; insistent, demanding. I can’t help but follow it. In my mind I’m standing next to a shadowed figure in a forest like this. That ruinous voice echoes in my thoughts again, sharp this time. Angry. Desperate. There’s nothing you can do. One of them has to die.

			Something about that memory is important. Vital. When I try to chase it again, it slips through my fingers. ‘Damn it,’ I breathe. ‘Derrick—’

			A flicker of something in the woods slows my pace. Like before, when the other fae found me: a taste of power. 

			Damnation. Just as Derrick said, the others would come looking. Only I didn’t think they would find us this far out or this quickly. They must have followed our trail; we never strayed from the forest. Have they found the other bodies yet? I can only hope not.

			They might be silent, but I can feel them moving through the woods. The pressure of their feet in the dirt. The cadence of their breath. They’re close.

			I murmur a swear and say Derrick’s name again.

			‘What?’ He flicks his wings hard against my cheek. ‘Look, don’t finish that sentence if it’s about what brought you back. I just know it’s going to make me unhappy.’

			I ignore him and slip behind a tree as I did when I encountered the other fae. The cloth of my tattered dress scrapes against the bark and it sounds like fingernails scratching wood. I cringe.

			‘What are you doing?’ Derrick asks.

			I put a finger to my lips and motion with my hands to indicate we’re not alone. He goes still, his expression intent. He’s listening. 

			Derrick’s eyes widen a fraction. He senses them, too. 

			‘Soldiers. A dozen of them,’ he breathes against my ear.
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