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  A note on language



This is just to let you know that I'm from Australia.

The English I use is Australian English, which is not the same as American English. In Australia, we like S, not Z. The letter U appears in words where it does not in American. Smelt is the past tense for smell. There are certain words that we use on a regular basis which make Americans blush. I'm sorry. Not really. It's all English in the end. 

So, I love you readers from America, but please remember that my spelling is not incorrect, it's simply a different version of English to what you use.






  
  Trigger Warning



Please only read this if you have triggers, otherwise you may spoil yourself. This book is about finding a home after everything has fallen apart and deals with MCs who have a history of trauma. 

To start, I will tell you what isn't in the book. There is no rape, no cheating, no incest, no minors, no pregnancy, and no substance abuse.

However, there are depictions of depression, contemplation of suicide post trauma, violence, and sex. The MMC does shoot the FMC with an arrow. There are suggestions of dubious consent in the past before the start of the book. There is assault resulting in life threatening injury. There is consumption of blood, both consensual and non-consensual, and in combat. There is death. It is hinted at that the FMC was psychologically abused by her family.

Please always put your mental health first. 
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To all those who have needed to run away in order to find their way home…

May you find your heart waiting for you.
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Except you, Kyle.

Put the book down. I told you this series is not for you.

Please. You're my brother-in-law.








  
  Prologue


Silaine swallowed nervously, the dig of her mother’s hand on her shoulder serving as an unyielding reminder of where they were. Inside her boots, her toes curled awkwardly, the slight pain providing something to focus on as they stood on the balcony overlooking one of the smaller arenas in Kialnaran. They had been there for hours, watching the god of war sparring with two of his warriors. Every time she tried to ask the statuesque woman at her side if they could sit down, her mother silenced her with a look that begged obedience. And if there was one thing Silaine could do, it was obey her queen. 
Her fingers ached from clutching her lute, and the whisper of her power curled around them in an attempt to soothe it. Without drawing the life energy from anything, Silaine could do little more than imagine she was healing her own discomfort. Before they stepped through the gateway stones, her mother had warned against using the husk making abilities she had inherited from her. The only time she was to use them was if the dark-haired god dancing across the sand below them asked her for a demonstration.
No, it was not her terrifying magic that she was expected to use to convince War to take her into his service. It was her gift for music. Silaine did not want to leave her home or her family, but her mother had told her they needed to ask the god to take her. Considering her mother was bound to the god of death, she did not understand why they had come to the eternal valley of summer to petition a different god. Until the day her mother had pulled her from her lessons and led her from the palace to the border of their kingdom, Silaine had never met one of the gods. Now she was waiting to meet her second one after the god of paths had opened the gateway to Kialnaran and sent them on their way with a knowing smile.
“How long has he made you wait, my sister?”
A whisper caressed her mind, and Silaine bit back a whimper when her mother’s nails dug into her skin. Stealing a glance at the raven-haired woman keeping her in place, she did not know what to make of the grimace that was directed her way. 
“Hours. Though with you here now, Liv, I’m sure they’ll give up the fight. Tigs will be eager to see you, and Lord Neriwyn is incapable of denying him anything.”
“How are you feeling, my little wolf?” A hand stroked her hair, and Silaine peered at the woman who had come to stand on the other side of her. “You’re tired, I can feel it in your magic. Malena, have you made the poor girl stand here the whole time?”
Lifting her chin, Malena gazed at her daughter. “Silaine is a husk maker. She is more than capable of standing here for days if needed. We have endured worse, Oblivion.”
“What we have endured is why your daughter is here. Lord Xhaiden and Lady Alyah told us how important she is for the future of our kind. There is a war coming.”
Lips thinning with nerves, Silaine stared down at the three men in the arena. She had studied them as best she could, familiarising herself their dance across the sand. The one with rainbow wings moved like flowing water, while the man with crimson wings reminded her of her father in a fight. He was not there to make a performance out of it, he was there to defeat his opponent in the most efficient manner possible. They were not the first danann she had seen, but they were the most striking. Other winged warriors watched from the stands surrounding the arena, and from the air above, no two the same.
Ignoring the warning press of her mother’s fingers, Silaine looked at Oblivion. “Aunt Liv, why am I important? Surely Eivor is more important than me. Or Astoria.”
Eyes as icy blue as her own studied her. “All three of you are important. We know that, even if the rest of Tir does not. But you are my heir, little wolf. It is at your feet that the danann will kneel. You will change the future of all husk makers born to the daoine. One day, you will be the unchained Queen of the Ravens.”
“But you’re the Queen of the Ravens.”
“For now. Unlike me, you’ll never be bound to one of Death’s swords. I am the bearer of Oblivion, executioner of immortals, champion of Death. You will be the healer of nations.”
Sighing softly, Malena shook her head. “Liv, be careful what you tell her.”
Cupping Silaine’s cheek, Oblivion smiled sadly before directing their attention to the man who had appeared on the balcony in front of them. Neriwyn’s dark gaze glittered with curiosity as it slid across each woman before settling on the lute in the youngest one’s hands. A broad smile banished any signs of the terrifying warrior, leaving only a cheerful man who looked like he was more inclined to throw a feast than condemn countless people to fight to the death in one of his arenas. The two danann landed behind him, and the rainbow winged warrior stepped towards Oblivion, hands reaching out to draw her in.
“Beloved.”
Neriwyn’s arm shot out in front of the danann, a brow arching. “Your wife isn’t here for you, Tigs. Oblivion and Malena want something from me. Speak, lovely Ravens.”
“This is my youngest daughter, Princess Silaine Havard,” Malena said, shoving her forward. “She is here to play for you, my Lord War, in the hope that you might find a place for her in your court. Her musical ability is unmatched. Go on, Silaine.”
Eyes darting nervously from the god to the two staring danann, Silaine was drawn to the man with red wings. His piercing green gaze held hers, summoning the whisper of a song to her mind. She lifted her lute determined to prove her mother’s boast correct. The notes flowed from her fingers; a gentle caress of strings intended to capture the attention of her audience. Her tutors often claimed her gift held people in thrall, and she knew her mother was counting on her to use that gift on the god of war. But at the back of her mind, Silaine acknowledged it was for the man with the red wings that she played, not Neriwyn.
She did not know how long she performed, her voice ringing out across the arena to draw those within hearing closer. Danann watched in awe, while pixies perched on rails with their fangs bared in delight. Brownies sat nearby, dark eyes never leaving her. Cold shadows stretched out for her, and Silaine did her best not to react to the presence of goblins or the whispers they exchanged, marvelling at her talent. All she wanted to think about was the joy in the green eyes locked on her, and the enticing scent of crimson feathers. Those eyes gave her a sense of safety, the promise of home, and her unruly magic howled in glee. 
A warm hand stroked her cheek, and a silent command to stop playing wrapped around her limbs. Neriwyn stood in front of her, drawing all of Silaine’s focus as she lowered her lute, the words of her last song dying in her throat. It felt like she was drowning in a soothing ocean, bundled in a blanket of peace. Everyone surrounding them faded away, leaving only the sad smile of the god. 
“You are a treasure, little queen, and I am truly sorry for what is to come.” Neriwyn flattened his hand against the side of her face. “You look so much like your father, but I see your mother in you. One day, you will be faced with a choice, and I cannot allow you to make the wrong one. So, this will be yet another crime the gods have committed against your family, but it must be done. Too much is at stake if I do not.”
“My Lord War?” she whispered, confusion beating fists against the soothing mist of his power curled around her.
“One day, your sister Eivor will be a captive, and my darling Tigernach is going to tell you must stay away from her if you want her to be saved. It will go against everything you think you should do, but you are going to accept it. You will never stop hating yourself for making that decision, and it will take a long time for Eivor to forgive you. In the meantime, you will find happiness, and you will become glorious. Both of you will.”
“I would never abandon my sisters.”
Neriwyn glanced at the danann with his crimson wings. “I know, and that is why you will have no choice. You’re not going to remember this, no one will. Everyone will recall your visit as a wonderful performance, and that I turned down your service, sending you back to Diwan with your mother. But when Tigernach tells you to stay away from Eivor, and that Diwan will be saved if you do, you will obey. Maybe, at the back of your mind, you will suspect that your decision has been influenced somehow, but you will not remember that I gave you this order. All that I do is to protect Tir, and the suffering of a few is an acceptable cost if it means we can avoid a greater evil.”
He stepped back, and the shroud across her mind grew heavy. It spread to those closest to them, seeping into their thoughts to steal away the memory of everything the god had said to the young princess. Without a word, Silaine lifted her lute again, fingers dancing across the strings to pick up the song where she had left off as though she had never stopped playing in the first place. But at her side, Oblivion kept a hand on the hilt of the sword she was named for, and Silaine heard the weapon whisper to her as she had so many times before.
“Is it done, Neriwyn?” Oblivion brushed her free hand over Silaine’s head.
“If you were anyone else, Executioner, I’d punish you for your impertinence,” Neriwyn grumbled, shaking his head as he glanced at the dazed expressions of the two danann. “But yes, it is done. Does Malena know about all your manipulations?”
“Of course. All that matters is that Shianeni and Annawyn never find out. Your wives—” 
“Don’t worry about my wives. Just make sure you keep my husband from doing anything stupid. Remind him of the consequences if we don’t play our parts quietly.”
Oblivion pressed a kiss to the top of Silaine’s head. “Promise me she won’t be permanently hurt. Silaine is too precious for what must happen.”
As she played, the young princess stole a glance at the woman she called aunt, and Neriwyn tutted at her, his power tightening its hold on her mind. “She is a survivor, and she will make the danann whole after you have torn them apart.”






  
  ONE


Screams filled the air, but Silaine could not locate the source. A hand was wrapped around her arm, dragging her along hallways. When she caught glimpses through windows, sections of the city were in flames, smoke blackening the sky. Her heart broke thinking about how many people had died. In front of her, the two guards did not speak. The one holding her kept glancing back, a nervous twitch in his cheek. 
“Where are you taking me?” she asked quietly. “Where are my parents? My sisters?”
“Keep quiet, Highness. Our orders are to get you out,” the guard with the twitch replied.
Pressing her lips together, Silaine fell silent. Since she was the youngest daughter of the king and queen of Diwan, no one bothered to keep her informed. Her job was to be pretty and charming. A harmless distraction to entertain noble visitors. Eivor, her eldest sister, dubbed her their gentle wolf, the kind-hearted one that required protection. 
When the news of the invasion had broken, King Craven and Queen Malena had taken to the city walls to oversee their army. They were daoine, and they had thousands of years of experience to call upon. But they had not faced a war since long before the Fog had settled on Tir. Too many years of inaction had left a mark on the Diwanian army. The burning city outside the palace was confirmation of that. 
“Eivor? Astoria?” She reached out with her mind, hoping for her sisters to respond.
Neither of her sisters responded, and the silence in her mind was deafening. She contemplated trying again, but a guard gave her a frustrated look. It was risky to mind speak, carrying the possibility of giving away their location, and Silaine was not that foolish. They were not the gods; there was no excluding anyone from mind-spoken conversations, including the enemy. The only way to keep things private was to be in physical contact with the other people involved. 
Turning down a corridor she did not recognise, Silaine quickly covered the lower half of her face with her hand. It muffled the oncoming sneeze caused by the dust they had disturbed. The guard released her to do the same, not wanting to betray their position if anyone was nearby. 
They were far enough into the bowels of the palace to muffle the sounds of chaos outside. It was oddly silent without the screams. Almost too quiet without the rumble of collapsing stone, where siege weapons brought down walls. Even in the dark, they felt the vibrations of what was going on outside. They coursed through the walls and the stone beneath their feet. A flickering torch farther along told Silaine that they were not the first to trudge these dusty halls. She felt the familiar press of Astoria’s magic, the burning rage of a born warrior. Impatience flavoured it, reminding her of the countless times she had begged her older sister to teach her to fight.
“Took you long enough,” a man spoke from the shadows. “Thought we’d go without you.”
“The princess wasn’t in her chamber,” one of her escorts replied, giving her a look over his shoulder.
Guilt flashed through her, but Silaine refused to apologise. They had found her in the library, reading stories to those families seeking refuge there. Servants, nobles, and city folk alike were terrified by what was happening, and what was yet to come. As their princess, it was her job to provide comfort in whatever manner she could. Astoria peeled away from the wall, dressed in minimal clothes. It struck Silaine as odd that the infamous Battle Hawk would be without weapons or armour when a battle was unfolding in their home.
“You should’ve gotten her to change clothes,” Astoria said, mouth twisting in annoyance.
“Tory, what’s going on? Have you heard from Mother? Where’s Eivor?” Tugging her braid, Silaine glanced down at her dress. “Please tell me they’re safe.”
Several guards grumbled about hurrying, but Astoria held her hand up for quiet. She knew they needed to tell Silaine what was happening before going farther. It was the moment of truth for her sister. Either she would follow orders or flee back to join the rest of their family in destruction. There was no point wasting effort to get her out of the palace for her to fall apart later, and ruin everything by drawing the enemy to her.
“We’ve lost the city, Laine. I don’t know if Mother and Father are alive, and Eivor plans to negotiate a surrender. She’ll hand herself over to that fucking bastard from Talaroo in the hope of buying us time to escape. There’s no point in all of us going down. If we leave, we can get help.”
Mouth opening, Silaine failed to find words to express her thoughts. Her hands bunched the layers of suffocating peach-coloured silk. She wanted to cry, but a lump had formed in her throat. The prospect of their parents being dead broke her heart, but not as much as the thought of Eivor surrendering herself to the bloodthirsty king of Talaroo did. 
“What if I went in her place? Eivor is more important to the future of Diwan than I am,” she whispered.
Eyes narrowing, Astoria scoffed. “She’s the crown princess, and you have no authority to offer anything to Talaroo. Now, are you coming? Because I’m not waiting while you weep.”
“How can you be so hard?”
“Because I must be! Why would I stay here to either die or be a captive when I can take to the sky and find some fucking help? Maybe I can get an army to come back and free Diwan. Or we could vanish and forget we were ever born royalty. Tir is a big place.”
Memories stirred at the back of her mind. Silaine knew she could not turn her back on her home, but she could find an army to come back to free Diwan. Nodding, she released her skirts, smoothing her hands over the fabric. Eivor and Astoria were not the only capable ones in the family. They would see what she could do when given a chance.
“I’m coming with you.”
“Wonderful. Let’s go.”
There was the sound of grinding against stone, the creak of a disused hinge. Two guards grunted with effort as they pushed open a forgotten door. Silaine’s eyes drifted over Astoria’s simple clothes, understanding why she was unarmed. It was clear her plan was to shift into her hawk form and fly away. First, they needed to get clear of the city and the invading army. Her stomach churned at the prospect. Astoria was not the only duine with the ability to become a bird. The invaders would have their people patrolling the skies as well as the land to capture escaping Diwanians.
“Here, hold this,” a guard said, shoving a torch into Silaine’s hands.
Hoisting it as high as she could comfortably manage, she followed the guards into the darkness. Astoria came next with another torch. It left most of the guards with their hands free. Silaine had studied the castle plans many times, and she did not recall the passage they had entered. Hope fluttered through her, a wispy emotion effortlessly snatched away when she remembered that if Astoria knew about it, there was a chance others knew too. Nothing was ever truly a secret.
Questions fought for attention, demanding answers. She needed a plan to follow, but Silaine doubted anyone wanted to divert attention from what they were doing. It was not the time for conversation. The walls were close around them, the darkness stifling, and she felt her skirts snag repeatedly. One instance resulted in a very audible rip, making her flinch while Astoria muttered under her breath. Shame reddened Silaine’s cheeks, an unseen sign of embarrassment over taking time to dress nicely while the enemy invaded their city.
“Highness, we’ve got a problem.”
Grunting, Astoria replied, “Take the left.”
“Are you sure?” The guard sounded doubtful.
“Yes, I’m sure. I studied the map carefully before I destroyed it.”
“There was a map?” Silaine asked quietly, hoping she did not sound accusing. “Why was I not made aware of this secret way in and out of the palace?”
“You didn’t need to know.”
Hurt by the dismissiveness in Astoria’s voice, she stiffened. “I’m your sister.”
“Don’t be stupid, Laine,” Astoria grumbled. “Just be quiet and keep the light up. There are stairs, and I’d rather you didn’t kill us by slipping and breaking your neck.”
Sucking a breath in through her teeth, she wanted to prove Astoria wrong. If they stopped long enough for her to strip out of her gown and shift, she could lead the way. The request lingered on the tip of Silaine’s tongue, warring with the desire to obey. Four paws were steadier than two feet. Her vision was superior in her wolf form. At least she had her sense of smell. It would pick up anything different. So far, all she had detected was dust and her companions.
“Where did you say this would come out?” a woman asked from further back.
“In the northern woods. When word of the invasion reached us, Eivor and I found the hatch in the ground and uncovered it. With the thick layer it was under, there was no way we would have been able to open it from this side.”
“If you had this plan in mind before the attack, why not get us out then? We could have been away and seeking help,” Silaine said bitterly.
She did not need to see it to know Astoria was rolling her eyes as she replied, “Because there was a chance that we might successfully defend ourselves.”
“What changed the outcome?”
“Someone betrayed us from within. When the fucking bastard got here, the city gates opened to welcome him in.”
Without thinking, one guard said, “And he had husk makers.”
Fear rushed through Silaine. “He’s using husk makers in the battle?”
“Why do you think he’s here?” Astoria snapped. “It’s not because we’re a powerful kingdom. Mother and Father turned down his request, and now Diwan is paying for it.”
Icy tendrils of horror wrapped around her spine. No one needed to explain what Astoria was referring to. It had not crossed Silaine’s mind that the war was because of her. She had assumed it was the result of an ambitious king taking advantage of the Fog lifting. For a thousand years, they had forgotten the lands beyond their borders, but then the gods returned, and everything changed. The shadow of death now touched them, turning their previously unending years finite. They had lifespans, like the humans and elves they recalled the existence of. Something about the changes had led to the situation they were now in.
Silaine did not pretend to know the answer. She remembered being barely 900 years old when the Fog descended. Old enough to know what devastation the gods had wrought while at war with each other, including the destruction of the dragons and their riders. Aware enough to know the dangers the Unseelie aligned species presented. The gods had created her parents, but Silaine and her sisters had been born. They lacked the faith in the creators as their parents. Instead of worshipping, they questioned.
“Found those steps you mentioned.”
“Laine, pass your torch forward,” Astoria said.
Complying, Silaine let the guard take the light. She felt useless without it, but she understood why it was essential that he have it. It occurred to her again to suggest she shape shifted. In her wolf form, she could lead the way without the torch. Glancing over her shoulder at Astoria, she wanted to say something, but her throat tightened around the words, robbing her of her voice.
“At least they’re not slippery!” The guard sounded too cheerful, earning several snorts from his fellows. “Got to be thankful for the small things or we’ll go mad.”
“We’re still inside the city perimeter. No promises it won’t be damp once we’re underground.” Astoria sighed heavily. “We should’ve taken the time to check, but Eivor and I didn’t want people to find out. Probably a good thing since there were traitors among us.”
“Why would anyone betray us?” Silaine’s heart sunk.
“Everyone has a price.”
Part of her agreed with Astoria’s response, but she did not want to believe someone would betray Diwan for riches. It was another painful thought to be shoved in the growing pile at the back of her mind. She would not be the wilting princess they expected her to be. 
Swallowed by the dark, the handful of torches created more shadows than light. They moved slowly, taking each roughly hewn step carefully. No one wanted to slip when there was no help to be had. Lost in the depths, they hoped no one knew where they were. Eyes darting from one shadow to the next, each person feared the darkness would never end.
“Astoria,” Silaine whispered. “Eivor knows about this passage?”
“She does.”
“What if he makes her give up the information?”
“Don’t say that!” Astoria growled, but Silaine heard the fear. “She’d never give us up. Eivor would sooner die than betray her family.”
“I know what they say about him.”
Everyone knew the stories about King Oisin of Talaroo. They whispered he was a powerful mind mage, trained by the mad god. Her best friend had once told her a story in which he commanded a company of soldiers to slit each other’s throats for failing him. Silaine did not know if it was true, but she did not want to dismiss the possibility. Not when Eivor was surrendering to his mercy to buy them time. For all they knew, she might have already spilled Astoria’s plans, and there would be soldiers waiting at the other end to capture them when they emerged from the darkness.
“You shouldn’t believe the rumours. Eivor is a well-trained mind mage. If she doesn’t want someone in her mind, they won’t get in.”
Silence descended on the group, each person retreating to the chaos of their thoughts. Nose twitching, Silaine detected the scent of earth and moisture drifting towards them from below. Hints of old timber bordering on decay accompanied it.
“We’re almost at the bottom,” she told them. “I can smell the soil.”
“Thank the powers!” someone muttered.
Another agreed. “I was beginning to think these stairs would never end.”
Giving her a calculating stare over his shoulder, the lead guard asked, “Can you smell anything else?”
She shook her head, confident in her ability to decipher the scents. “Nothing much. Soil, timber. I can tell it rained recently. There are no hints of other people.”
“That’s something.”
“Good work, Laine,” Astoria said.
Any other time, her sister’s praise would have thrilled her, but Silaine shot an annoyed look over her shoulder. “I’m not useless. My sense of smell is the best here.”
“I know, but you hadn’t said anything, and I trusted you’d mention if you smelt anything out of place.”
“I think we should continue with caution. The timber is old. I can’t detect anything rotten, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be.”
Grunting, the guard in front replied, “Thanks for the warning, Highness. Let us know if you pick up anything to be concerned about. We appreciate your efforts.”
Allowing herself a small smile of satisfaction, Silaine concentrated on her senses. She wished she was in her wolf form. It would be easier. They reached the tunnel at the bottom of the stairs, the lead guard holding the torch out to get an idea of the size. It was narrower than what they were leaving, causing hesitation.
“We have to keep going.” Astoria sounded tired. “Unless you want to climb back up those stairs to die.”
“Her Highness is right. Just be careful. Looks like they used timber to shore up the tunnel, and if Princess Silaine is correct, there might be rot. Knocking the supports could bring it down on us.”
“Better a quick death underground than what awaits us if we’re caught by the Talaroonans,” someone at the back said.
Gathering handfuls of her skirt, Silaine tugged at the fabric. She doubted she had the strength to rip it free, but she did not want to add to the risk. If the layers of silk caught on something, it could kill them.
“Tory, give me a hand with this dress,” she whispered.
“What?”
Sighing, Silaine twisted her arms behind her to tackle the laces of her gown. “I won’t risk killing everyone because I’m wearing a dress. Just help me get it off.”
Finding the top lace, Astoria tugged the bow holding it closed. It came undone, her fingers making quick work of the laces while Silaine peeled the silk away from her shoulders. Her elbow bumped the stone wall, the rough surface scraping her skin. Without the layers of fabric, she felt exposed. Keeping her shift on, Silaine kicked her dress out of the way as best she could. As long as everyone behind her was aware it was there, they would be careful.
“Are we good to go?” the lead guard spoke from the gap.
“Yes, we are. Just watch out for the dress on the ground,” Silaine replied quickly.
“Right then.”
He crossed into the narrower space, keeping the torch as high as he could safely manage. They were careful not to get too close to each other, maintaining an arm’s length. It gave them room to stop without colliding. The scent of the surrounding earth assaulted Silaine’s nose. She had never been underground before, and it left her feeling suffocated. 
With her eyes on the flickering light in front, she concentrated on each step. She counted every breath. It was better than being overwhelmed by the sensation of being trapped. An occasional sharp intake from her companions suggested she was not the only one struggling with the tight confines of the tunnel. At one point, a guard yelped, and she smelt freshly disturbed dirt.
“How long is this tunnel?” someone whispered. “I don’t like it. Please tell me the end is near.”
Without faltering, Astoria replied, “I don’t think it’s much longer. Ask the wolf, she’s got the nose.”
“I can’t smell fresh air, but as soon as I do, I’ll tell you.” Silaine pursed her lips, wishing her magic would let her blanket the group in calming energy. “Would you like me to sing?”
She heard Astoria scoff, but a guard said, “Please.”
Lips curling, Silaine selected something light-hearted from the songs she knew. It was a talent her family had encouraged. Rather than fight, she sang. Her voice was sweet, the tune cheerfully spinning a story of lost lovers reuniting. The guards listened, letting the song block out the tight space while they continued to trudge along. 
Into her fourth song, Silaine detected a whiff of fresh air. It was faint, but it offered the promise of freedom. The tunnel was gently sloping upwards, providing hope that they would not be stuck underground forever. Stopping her singing, she inhaled deeply, dragging particles of scent through her nose. There was a faint hint of smoke, but nothing much. She could not pick out anything strange, only the smell of woods, decaying leaves, and dirt.
“We’re almost there. I smell the fresh air and the woods.”
There were sighs of relief, even from Astoria. With freedom close, they picked up the pace. Feeling a bump against her back, Silaine glanced at her sister and frowned. There was enough light to spot her worried expression. Keeping her hand pressed to Silaine, Astoria met her gaze.
“When we get out, don’t hesitate to strip and shift. They will be searching for escapees. Sometimes it’s easier to run, Laine.”
Swallowing, Silaine nodded and wondered if Astoria saw it. “But where are we going?”
“I’m heading for the coast. You can go where you want.”
“We’re not going together? Tory, are you sure that’s a good idea?”
A guard tripped, a string of curses leaving her mouth. Another chuckled nervously. All the while, Astoria kept her hand on Silaine so they could mind speak in private.
“Yes. Tir is a big place, Laine. I’ll go southeast, you go northwest. Maybe one of us will find someone willing to help. You’ve studied the maps. Avoid going near Talaroo.”
Remembering the stories their parents had told them before the Fog, Silaine knew what was in the far north. She had seen the books, her mother showing them to her while recounting the stories of creation. It had been while she taught them of the First People who made up the Seelie and Unseelie factions. Far to the north, beyond the human lands, were mountains, and in those peaks was the answer to their war. The danann. The name whispered in her mind, and she pictured the drawings of the mighty winged warriors who served the god of war.
“You’re right. I’ll go north. I think there’s somewhere I can get help.”
“Laine… if you decide to go and not look back, I won’t blame you. It might be for the best.”
“Our parents—”
“Are likely dead already. He doesn’t need them if he has Eivor. She’s the crown princess. You know you’re the one he wanted, Laine.”
The scent of freedom was getting stronger. All of them felt the change in the air. It was no longer stale. Their steps quickened, eagerness to escape the tunnel pushing caution aside. Silaine hated Astoria for hinting the war was her fault. She knew better than to accept the blame when the decision had not been hers. 
“Just promise me you’ll run, Silaine. Run and don’t look back. Not unless you know you can win. If you come back here with anything less than a guaranteed victory, you’ll die. Or worse. And that would disrespect everything your family has done to protect you from people like King Oisin.”
“I understand. I promise I won’t come back unless I have an army capable of defeating him.”
The hand fell away, telling her that Astoria was finished with the conversation. She supposed there was nothing else they needed to say to each other.
“I see light!” the lead guard shouted. “Thank the gods.”
“Don’t rush like an idiot!” Astoria quickly said.
“She’s right. We don’t know if it’s safe out there,” a guard at the back called.
Silaine watched as he stopped beneath the hatch, peering at the gaps in the rotting wood. It was obvious it had been buried. From what she could see, it was late. The attack had begun before dawn, and it had been mid-morning when they descended into the bowels of the castle. It was just above the guard’s head, and putting both hands on it, he was able to push it up. But not far enough to fully open.
“I’m going to need help to get this open,” he said, turning to pass the torch to the guard behind him. “Don’t suppose you could lend me a hand, Princess Silaine. You can see if you smell anything out there.”
“Good idea. Put that wolf’s nose to use.” Astoria gave her a shove.
Slipping past the guard with the torch, Silaine hoped no one noticed her blush. He wore a blank expression, linking his hands together to help her gain enough height to push up on the door. Before she did, she sniffed several times, sorting through the scents. 
Satisfied, Silaine positioned her hands against the timber and shoved hard. Lifting her higher, the guard grunted, and a second one quickly joined him to help. They provided Silaine with enough leverage to open it. Grabbing the frame, she pulled herself up and out. 
Rolling onto her back, she stared at the canopy of leaves with the blue sky behind it. Breathing deeply, she scrambled onto her knees and looked over the edge. The others had lined up, the tallest preparing to help the others up. Ensuring she was on firm ground, Silaine reached down to grasp the hand of the first person and helped them climb out.
Once everyone was up, Astoria marched over and grabbed Silaine’s shoulders. “Smell anything?”
Inhaling deeply, she frowned, dread creeping down her spine. There was something mixed in with the smoke. A hint of leather and oil. Sweat and salt. Horses.
“There are soldiers in the woods.”






  
  TWO


There were no questions or doubts. Silaine’s admission that she smelt soldiers in the woods was accepted as fact. Astoria grabbed her wrist, dragging her along as they scrambled to leave the small clearing. 
The guards surrounded them, weapons drawn and ready. No one spoke, aware that any sound could give them away. Without knowing what sort of shifters were among the soldiers, they did not know what to expect or how best to prepare.
“What now?” Silaine asked Astoria.
She cast a look over her shoulder, grim determination in her eyes. “We keep moving into the woods and hope we have time to run before we’re seen.”
“It’s going to be dark soon. You can’t fly at night.”
“I’ll fly as long as I can. Don’t worry about me, Laine. Worry about yourself. When I tell you to run, I expect you to go and don’t stop.”
Silaine’s mouth twisted in frustration. She disliked the prospect of separating from Astoria, but if they stood a better chance of finding help by going in different directions, she would do it. Glancing curiously at the surrounding guards, she wondered who would accompany her. They were unfamiliar, so she did not know what their animal forms were.
A horn sounded, the blast a harsh disruption to the peacefulness of the woods. It was close to their location, making Astoria jerk to a stop. The scents Silaine had picked up grew stronger, fear of capture making her heart race. Forming a circle around them, the guards watched the woods, and one woman pointed with her axe, her mouth a grim line.
“I hear something over there. About a dozen mounted and the same again on foot.”
Sighing, Astoria nodded and began stripping. There was no further discussion of plans. Silaine looked at each person, noting that no one else had moved to shed their garments. Cold dread wrapped spiked tendrils around her spine and threatened to rip away the conviction she had found in the tunnel. To prove her fears wrong, she desperately needed someone else to shed their clothes so they could shift forms. 
“Don’t stand there gawking, Laine.” Astoria gave her an impatient look, dumping her boots on the ground.
“Why aren’t any of you stripping?” she asked quietly, her voice heavy with suspicion.
Straightening, her older sister met her gaze. “You know why.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
Trembling, Silaine spun around, meeting the reluctant stares of several guards. They did not speak or offer a sign of reassurance. There was only resignation. It was their job to ensure Astoria and Silaine escaped, even if it meant dying.
“No!” Silaine crossed her arms, glaring at whoever would meet her gaze. “I’m ordering everyone to strip and change forms. Either we all run, or none of us does.”
Rolling her eyes, Astoria finished shedding her clothes and stood naked beneath the trees. “Do what you want. I’m not staying here to be captured. But think about this, Laine. These guards are prepared to die to give us the best chance of getting help for Diwan. They know what they’re doing. They volunteered.”
“That’s right, Princess.” A guard who found her in the library gave her a grim smile. “If you go now without being seen, we’ll lead them off and pretend we were escaping.”
“Princesses? What princesses? Weren’t they in the castle?” another said with a hollow laugh.
“We just want to live. We ain’t seen no pampered princesses,” a third added.
Refusing to accept their words, Silaine shook her head. “If you transform and run with us, you stand a greater chance of surviving. Please.”
“If we get the chance to do that, we will. But if you don’t get away, then we failed the job given to us by our king and queen. They tasked us with protecting you and seeing the plan through.” Mouth twitching, the guard with the nervous twitch looked her over in frustration. “Please, Princess, go. Do this for us.”
Holding his gaze, Silaine wanted to cry. It was too much to deal with. They were willing to die so she could run away from the war brought upon their people because of her powers. Handing her over to the enemy might save them, but they would not do that. A hand landed on her shoulder, causing Silaine to spin around to stare at Astoria in distress.
“Don’t tell anyone who you are unless you’re sure they’re trustworthy. We can’t know who serves the enemy. Run, Silaine. Run and don’t stop. Whatever you hear behind you, keep going. Trust your instincts.” 
“I’ve never been alone,” she whispered. “I’m not like you and Eivor.”
Guilt flashed through Astoria’s eyes. “You’ll manage. Take it day by day, don’t be afraid to steal what you need. Avoid populated areas until you’re at least a kingdom away. The farther the better. He’ll have people searching for us, especially you. So don’t use your power unless your back is against the wall.”
She knew what Astoria meant. They had drilled it into her since the day her abilities manifested. Husk makers were rare, and most considered the power frightful, ostracising anyone who used it to kill. Depending on who was asked, it was seen as either a gift or a curse from the god of death. Silaine kept it buried deep, refusing to touch the ability. That was what they had taught her to do, and since her mother was one of the original husk makers, she had never questioned the instruction.
“We will see each other again, won’t we?”
“No promises, Laine. We don’t know what will happen. Just stick to the plan, and don’t stop running,” Astoria replied, her half shrug screaming of dismissal.
Another blast of a horn had the older princess stepping back. The guards shifted their positions, eyes sweeping the trees. Enemy soldiers were close enough to make them fear their charges would not get away undetected. Magic swirled around Astoria, warning of her transformation. Widening the circle, the guards glanced at her when she spread her arms.
“Good luck,” she told Silaine.
Watching her body contort and flesh become feathers, Silaine wished there was another way. Astoria did not wait to see if she was doing as instructed, flapping her wings to settle into her animal form. She took off, seeking a large enough gap in the canopy to break through. Hands trembling, Silaine rubbed her face and felt the dampness of tears. 
Anger flashed through her at her weakness. Giving in to her emotions would render her completely useless, and she refused to let the guards think she could not handle the situation. They did not need to view her as less than her sisters or feel that they were wasting their time trying to save her from capture. What she needed to do was keep going. Collapsing was not an option.
“Your turn,” a guard said. “Before it’s too late to run.”
Her fingers found the ribbon holding her shift closed, and Silaine released the bow. Shrugging the material free, feelings of abandonment descended on her as quickly as the garment dropped to the ground. It was likely that her parents were dead, her eldest sister was a prisoner of the enemy, and the other one had flown off. 
Astoria was gone, her powerful wings buoying her through the sky. She hoped the Talaroonans did not have their own birds waiting to snatch her up in their claws. Everyone knew what forms the three princesses of Diwan could take. They were the magpie, the hawk, and the wolf.
Stepping free of the pale material, Silaine toed off her ruined shoes. They had not coped with the long walk, and they ceased to be useful when she was making a run for it in her wolf form. Wrapping her arms around herself, she avoided looking at the guards. She did not want to know if anyone was looking at her. 
The sounds of soldiers got closer. Freezing when the scents buffeted her, Silaine listened to the pounding of her heart in her ears. Her nails dug into her sides, leaving crescent digs in her skin. Tightening their circle, the guards waited impatiently for her transformation. She could not do it, magic skittering out of her grasp in a refusal to cooperate.
“You’re running out of time, Princess!” a guard snapped. “Don’t think, just do.”
“I can’t!” she whimpered.
“You can. If not for yourself, then for us. We’ve risked our lives and we’d rather it not be in vain.”
The words cut through the block to her magic, freeing it to flood back into her control. With a deep breath, she made her intent clear, twisting the power into every fibre of her body. Shape changing had never been easy for Silaine. Part of her resented the form her magic had chosen. All other daoine she had ever met with the ability to become a wolf were warriors. Defenders. They were courageous and capable. Things she was not.
Beneath her four paws, the ground felt different. Her sense of smell was a thousand times more intense. She heard the crack of twigs in various directions, and the rustle of armour and weapons that made her ears twitch. Head hanging, Silaine watched the feet of the surrounding guards. They moved, preparing to separate and head in different directions to lead the enemy away from her route. Closing her eyes, she concentrated on what she could smell and hear, attempting to determine which path was the safest.
“It’s now or never, Princess. Run as fast as your paws can take you. Don’t stop. Don’t look back. Whatever you hear, ignore it, and keep going.”
Whining at the guard who spoke, Silaine lifted her head. She froze, trapped between doing what she was told, and the harsh reality that she would be alone if she did. Completely alone. There would be no one to help her, no one to tell her what to do, or which way to go. Her fear seeped through her magic, turning the air cold and making the leaves beneath her paws crumble into dust. Spotting her reaction, the guard shook his head.
“Go! Please, Princess. Run and live to fight another day.”
An arrow struck a guard in the shoulder, the shock of it bringing a cry to the woman’s lips. It drove home the truth of the situation. Silaine knew the guard was right; she had to run. There was no time to delay, no more chances to figure something else out. Things had come down to two choices: run or be captured. Shouts from the enemy soldiers confirmed they had found their location, the guards readying themselves to defend her dash for freedom.
Every instinct told Silaine to run. She was not a fighter, there was nothing she could do to help. But at the back of her mind, a dark whisper suggested she could save them. It would be easy. The enemy could not defend against a husk maker. Her magic would drain their life energy, leaving them as nothing more than dust to feed the earth. They would fall where they stood.
“Run!”
The guard spun and shoved her in a direction away from the enemy. Forced into action, Silaine forgot the whisper, forgot what she could do, and ran. She raced across the forest floor as fast as her paws could carry her with no idea where she was headed. 
There were shouts from behind, a mixture of familiar and unfamiliar voices. An arrow narrowly missed her, and Silaine hoped it had been intended as a warning shot. If they were aware she was not in the castle, then surely they would not attempt to kill a random wolf in the woods. Not if it could be the youngest princess of Diwan.
There were clashes of weapons, and shouts to follow the wolf. Silaine kept running. Hoof beats chased after her, sounding too close for comfort. She felt the vibrations of their movement through the pads of her feet, each blow against the earth heavier than her own. They fed her fear, terror pushing her to run faster. Instinct drove the wolf to dodge and weave, picking a path she hoped would be a challenge for horses to follow. Anything to stay ahead.  
Her paw caught a root, sending her crashing into the ground. The impact knocked the breath from her lungs, but an arrow striking close to her head forced Silaine to scramble. She had to keep running. Finding purchase, she pushed herself to go faster. While she had strength, she needed to escape. Another arrow narrowly missed hitting her, but she felt the fletching brush against her fur. 
It was difficult to hear anything over the heavy drumbeat of her heart. Adrenaline kept her moving. They had not encouraged her to learn to fight, but they had taught her to run. Years of training had given her endurance. Silaine prayed to the gods that it would keep her going long enough to throw them off. Rest could come when she was safe.
“Stop running, Your Highness!”
Familiarity almost had her stop, but she refused to listen to the whisper in her mind that told her she knew the person. There was no way the voice could be who she thought it was. It was a trick of her fear, making her hear what she wanted to hear.
“Don’t ignore me, Laine!”
Blocking the voice out, Silaine reached deep for more speed. Spotting a narrow gully, she dove under a half-rotten, leaning trunk and scrambled down the slope. There were crashes from behind, shouted curses when the soldiers pursuing were forced to quickly halt their horses. She kept going, carefully weaving around rocks and logs. Her nose picked up many scents, leaving her confused. Keeping in the gully, Silaine hoped the enemy would lose track of her. It would be too difficult to bring horses through it, giving her time to get ahead.
“I’ll find you, Laine! You haven’t got what it takes to last a day outside your pampered cage!”
She wanted to respond. To tell the person shouting in her mind that they were wrong. They did not know what she was capable of. Following the gully, Silaine hoped it went for a good distance. If there was a fork in it, that would be even better because it would give her a greater chance of losing her pursuers. Risking a look upwards, her keen eyes took in the dense crown above. 
The canopy of leaves blocked out most of the light, but she could tell it was getting darker. Nightfall would provide some protection. Unless they had people with nocturnal animal forms, the Talaroonans would be unable to follow her trail. She was one wolf in a forest that spilled over the border into the human territory of Samphire.
They had developed friendly relations with the ruling government when the Fog lifted, but Silaine doubted they would lift a finger against Talaroo. Not that it mattered. All she needed was to get through Samphire and into Nirimba. She knew little about Nirimba except that it was in the old books her mother had shown her. 
Those books contained maps from before the Fog. It had been fifty years since the Fog lifted, but the leaders of Nirimba resisted her parents’ attempts to forge a new friendship. Silaine did not care about the humans when her home was on fire and in the hands of the enemy. The mountain range in the northernmost reaches was her destination. 
While she ran, Silaine let her thoughts circle what she remembered from the books. It was better than dwelling on what she was doing. A plan would help her focus. Part of her counted each stride, memorising the feel of rotten leaves and crumbling branches. She ignored the lash of branches as she burst through low growth. The pungent aroma of lemon eucalyptus filled her nose, and Silaine hoped it would help disguise her scent. 
Somehow, she had to get to a place called Mowbray Valley. The maps had shown a path from the valley into the mountain where the city was hidden. Her mother had visited it as part of Death’s company. As a companion of the Executioner, Queen Malena had the privilege of visiting places like the Eternal Valleys and the home of the danann. Silaine remembered pointing at the drawing of the mountains, asking why the path to the city itself was not shown. Her mother had explained that the McAlister Range possessed a magic of its own. It protected the city, shrouding it in mists and confusion.
Reaching a fork in the gully, Silaine stumbled to a halt. Her sides heaved, each breath a strain. Darkness had descended on the woods, turning every shadow into a sinister entity waiting to pounce. Astoria had told her stories of lurking monsters in the woods, those still deemed Unseelie. People like the goblins and mara who used shadows to hunt their prey. The dark forced Silaine to confront the fact she had never been alone in such a place during the day, never mind at night. But she had a decision to make, and no ability to gauge which way was north.
She did not dare stop for long. The longer she remained still, the harder it would be to keep moving. In the darkness, Silaine knew she had to proceed with more caution. There was one advantage to be found in the situation. If it was dangerous for a wolf to rush through the forest without light, it was even more so for the enemy soldiers. Breaking a limb by running in the dark would ruin everything. Not only would it trap her in her wolf form, but she would also be stuck and unable to keep going quickly enough to outrun her pursuers.
Whining in frustration, Silaine lowered her head. Neither option carried the scent of other people or horses. All she picked up was the usual smells of the woods. There was nothing to dissuade her from one or the other. She needed to pick one and keep going. Eyes closed, the wolf listened to what her instincts were telling her. It seemed like the best option. 
Her paws carried her down the left split. It was narrow, rockier than the first gully. Silaine kept her pace steady, but without the reckless speed of her initial escape. Tiredness seeped into her body, tendrils of hunger accompanying it. The fierce drive to flee had faded, replaced with the determination to keep going.
The emotional slump was draining her energy. It dug into her mind, begging for her to stop. To avoid the demands of her feelings, Silaine clung to the rough plan she was forming. It was better to stay focused. Dredging up the memories of Malena’s books, she tried desperately to remember everything. 
When her mother had shown them to her, she had not thought she would ever need the information. The main thing she wanted to recall was the name of the city. A voice whispered reminders of how it had been described. Malena had spoken of waterfalls, dozens of them painting the balconies and bridges carved from the mountains in colour.
It was difficult to imagine a city carved out of a mountain. She had seen mountains in the past; there was a range of them in the southeastern reaches of Diwan. They did not strike Silaine as something anyone could build a city on. But she supposed not all mountains were the same. No more than all forests and rivers were. Keeping her feet moving, she tried to remember the pictures from the books. 
Nothing came forth, only the knowledge that they had existed. The name of the city flickered through her thoughts like a beacon of promise. Silaine clung to it. Repeated the words with each step she took. She swore an oath her parents and sisters that she would reach the city hidden in the mountains, no matter what it took. She would get help from the one army guaranteed to free Diwan. She just needed to reach the Rainbow Vale first.






  
  THREE


Leaning on the balcony rail, Redmond observed a company of soldiers working through drills in the air. They were not the only ones in the sky; others were going about their day without paying any heed to the training. Any who were not warriors kept clear of the area. There was a reason they were the most feared fighters alive. Combat was woven into their entire existence, binding them tightly to the god of war. 
“General? May I have a word, Sir?”
Turning to the approaching woman, Redmond smiled. She arched a brow at his expression, taking in the glimmer of amusement in his green eyes. Sunlight made the crimson feathers of his wings gleam. He liked to joke that the stories were true about the gods dipping his wings in blood when they fashioned him. It was only mildly less annoying than the stories their king liked to spin about his wings. Glancing over her shoulder at the buttercup yellow feathers of her own, she sighed.
“What can I do for you, Erin? I’m leaving soon.”
A knowing grin curled the corners of her lips. “Oh, leaving, are you? Where are you off to on this beautiful day?”
“Nowhere that concerns you, Lieutenant,” Redmond replied. “Now, that word?”
“It’s nothing too important if you’re in a hurry. I’d hate to deny your wonderful company to whoever is expecting you.”
Staring at her blankly, Redmond contemplated if he had the time to challenge her to a sparring match. There was something cocky about her grin that left him feeling like he needed to put Erin in her place. With a glance at the sun, he decided it could wait for another day. He wanted to reach his usual landing spot with enough time to get to the house before dark.
“Just get on with it, Erin.”
She stretched her wings wide, the spray from a nearby waterfall leaving glistening drops on the feathers. “A company returning from the south has reported war breaking out.”
“And?” He arched a brow.
“I thought you’d be interested in knowing.”
“Why?”
Cocking her head, Erin muttered, “Because we know the queen. She served….”
Watching her draw a finger across her neck to mimic a killing blow, Redmond made sense of her comments. There was only one queen in the south whose past was important. With a frown, he glanced towards the high terrace shrouded by the mist of the two largest waterfalls in the Vale. 
Tigernach was up there, no doubt working on something. His brother was always busy when he was home, compiling reports, organising patrols, and sending companies of soldiers to track down problematic Unseelie. After the gods’ war, their god had tasked them with keeping peace on Tir. It was their duty.
“You can’t mention this to him. If he’s reminded of Malena’s existence, he might think she has a clue where to find the Executioner. We’ve kept away for a reason. Besides, mortal wars are not our problem.”
“I figured you’d say that. I’ll ensure it is left out of reports destined for the king.”
Shifting to look at the soldiers, Redmond wondered if he was making a mistake. “Do I want to know how you found out about it?”
“Oh, I’ve never forgotten Malena. She’s tall, with legs that went for days. Very voc-”
“I don’t want to know. The less I know, the better. Call it plausible deniability. I take it you tracked her down after our release.”
“Of course. We’re talking about Malena. I thought I’d see if she had information on the Executioner as a pre-emptive move to make myself useful to my general and king. She was still married to Craven, with the same three daughters, and a relatively thriving kingdom. Mentioned nothing about a brewing conflict with King Oisin of Talaroo.”
Hatred flared through him at the name, and his eyes narrowed. “When did you last see her?”
A guilty look flashed over Erin’s face. “Last autumn. I mean, Diwan isn’t that far away. Sometimes I wondered if she married that oaf of a former arena fighter with a crown just to be closer to the Vale.”
“And did she know anything about Oblivion?”
“Nothing we didn’t already know. The Executioner went missing in the chaos before our imprisonment. Last seen helping the dragon riders of Bellenden ensure the people of the Twin Cities escaped the Unseelie. No one has heard of her since, and it was assumed she’d died with the last of the riders.”
Stretching his wings, Redmond looked forward to his flight in the hope that it would clear his mind. He enjoyed getting away from the city and the responsibilities of his position. It was why he had reliable officers like Erin. Studying her, he detected the nervous twitch of her fingers and the drag of her bottom lip through her teeth. They had known each other since creation. It was clear she wanted to ask something more, and Redmond suspected he would disapprove of the request.
“If you’re going to ask to investigate this war, the answer is no,” he said.
“How did?”
“I will not approve orders for you to take soldiers to Diwan to investigate a petty mortal war. It’s none of our business; we do not interfere. Malena made her choice to leave us after the Sundering, and her conflict with Oisin is not ours to interfere in. Now, if you’d told me there were Unseelie involved because he’d gone back to the Spire and begged forgiveness from Queen Calista, that would be different.”
She crossed her arms, glaring. “You know he didn’t. She would’ve killed him.”
“Then it’s not our problem.”
“You still think of us as more than them, General. Might I remind you that we’re petty mortals now. All I’m asking is the opportunity to run a stealth mission to find out what happened to our friend.” Erin sighed, running a hand through her short hair. “Please, Sir. I’d like to find out if she’s alive. I’m not asking to lead troops into Diwan to intervene. And you bloody well owe it to her.”
Grunting, he nodded and hoped she did not see through the mask to his guilt. “Fine. But only because I suspect you’ll go either way. You’re not to get involved. Erin, if Malena is alive and Oisin’s captive, there’s nothing you can do about it.”
“You can’t expect me to do nothing, Red.”
“It’s an order, Erin. Now, if that’s all?”
“Say hello to Asthore for me.”
Redmond chuckled, shaking his head at her petulant tone. “You could visit her.”
Ducking her head, Erin scrambled to find an answer that would not offend him. “I’d be too afraid she might decide she likes me more than you.”
“A likely story.”
“Honestly, seeing her reminds us that we stood aside and let the gods mistreat everyone. Asthore is the living embodiment of our failure.”
Sucking in a breath, Redmond stiffened at the memories her words stirred. He could avoid them most of the time, even when faced with her scars. It was easy to forget when it had happened so long ago, and they rarely discussed it. The news about Malena did not help keep them buried. Sometimes it felt like the Sundering was still happening, drowning them in the blood of their people and the Ravens. Realising her mistake, Erin bowed her head in silence. Without looking at her, Redmond snatched the long red cloak from where he had draped it over the rail.
“I’ll speak to you when I return. Have a good day.”
Saluting, Erin replied, “Yes, Sir. Have a pleasant flight.”
There was a gap in the rail, and crossing to it, Redmond spread his wings and stepped off the edge. A breeze ruffled his feathers, the spray of a nearby waterfall decorating them with gleaming drops. He drifted, careful to take a lower route through the city to avoid interacting with his soldiers while they trained high above the valley. Using the view to distract himself from the guilt, he drank in the beauty of the Vale. 
The valley floor was a river, the result of dozens of waterways spilling down the mountains. Looking up, Redmond admired the glittering mist created by the waterfalls, sunlight filtering through it to cause the rainbows that gave the valley its name. The Rainbow Vale was a symphony of colours by day, each one uniquely beautiful.
With the cloak draped over an arm, he took his time flying along the valley as he watched danann going about their lives. Some walked along the balconies and winding pathways while others flew. For a moment, he stopped to observe a group of children learning to fly, their attentive parents gathered close. The sight of them made his heart swell with pride. In the years before the former god of life imprisoned them, children had been a rare indulgence. True immortality did not encourage population growth, but they were no longer immortal, and children were a blessing. 
Despite the accusation accompanying Erin’s words, Redmond was aware they were as mortal as everyone else. He loved their new existence. Mortality was a blessed gift from Life and Death that he would be forever thankful for. But he understood what mortality meant, and it was his job to ensure none of his people died needlessly. Too many had fallen in a war that had not been of their making. Now that the gods were at peace, the danann could also find peace.
Ahead of him, the wide valley gave way to a narrow gorge. It helped trap the water that formed the lake covering most of the valley floor. The only path into the Vale by foot was a walkway carved into the side of the gorge, high enough to avoid the spring floods. Magic protected the city, but there had never been a flood high enough to touch it. Even if it did, all entrances into the underground sectors were easily barricaded and warded to block the water from entering. Redmond kept above the pathway, flapping his wings to lift higher into the air. 
Patrols checked it daily, but he liked to observe it on his way to the forest guarding
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