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A fate not of her choosing...



Born onto a path of service, Aisling Hawthorn’s fate has never been of her own creation. A century ago, she gave her life to save her people from the Divide—the prison for the damned and the wicked—but the Fates have called upon her again and again. Created solely to serve the Fates and the Gods, Ash knows no other path but one of loss, and there’s no greater sacrifice than the life of an Everborne. After tragedy befalls her forest and her family are slaughtered by the cursed, Ash knows her sacrifices have only just begun. But when she learns she is to be Fated to the one person who had the power to save her family, she runs.



A gift she cannot return...



After two years in hiding, Ash arrives in the City of Dread, unwilling to turn her back on the Fates. Holding the jagged shards of what’s left of her heart, she comes face to face with her Fated, the one she blames for the death of her kin—Tadgh Darkwood, Commander of the Goyle Army. He is everything she despises. He is arrogant, aggressive, bloodthirsty, and, most of all, a mirror of herself. While Ash struggles to reconcile her new life and the one she was robbed of, she discovers the dangers of the Divide are much greater than she could have ever imagined. With a path shaped by nightmares and horrors, Ash plunges into her destiny, abandoning all hope of living through it. But when secrets come to light about the lives she once lived, she is torn between duty and desire.



A sacrifice she will not survive...



With her people being hunted and killed, Ash and Tadgh have no choice but to give themselves over to their fates or watch their world burn. Fated to close a doorway that’s taken her life twice, Ash now walks a path made of broken promises, burned dreams, and the knowledge that her very blood is what will damn her world. When the Fates and Gods collide, only her greatest sacrifice will save them all—saying goodbye to the one she loves.



For you, Dave.

Always for you.

Thank you for every excitement you show and every question you ask.

You take the sharp edges off the world.

To my readers, thank you.

You make this fun.

I will seize fate by the throat;

it shall certainly never wholly overcome me.

- Ludwig van Beethoven

[image: ]

It is not in the stars to hold our destiny but in ourselves.

- William Shakespeare
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Your mental health matters.

This book contains subject matter that may be difficult

and triggering for some readers,

including scenes of war, violence, death, adult themes, 

and sexually explicit scenes between willing participants.
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Ethera: Energy gifted from the Fates and Gods. When bestowed upon their chosen ones, it ignites an otherworldly spark within them, granting them unimaginable abilities. To harness this gift is to walk a path with the Gods and Fates themselves, shaping the very fabric of reality.




Thresh: A threshold between spaces and realms, fueled by Ethera. Only the strongest of casters can create a stable Thresh.




The Mera: A race of people untouched by the Fates or Gods, also referred to as humans.




The Marsier: A race of people, also referred to as witches, who are born into a life of service to the Fates or Gods. 




The Goyles: Born in the Isle of Goyle, the realm between realms, they serve no Fate or God. Stationed throughout the four Ethera realms, the Gargoyles protect all, guarding the doorways between realms and hunting down those who have crossed a Thresh. 




Fateborne: A Marsier born into their first life with abilities to help mankind, they are devout followers of the Fates and servants to man. Fateborne are trained for war, trained to give their life in place of another. Their entire existence is sacrifice.




Godborne: A Marsier’s final life, gifted to them by the Gods for their sacrifices during their first life. They do not remember their first life. They are gifted abilities from the Gods to aid mankind. Godborne are passive in nature, taking on the roles of healers, mentors, elders, historians, and the like. 




Everborne: A rare Marsier thrice born out of necessity, of both the Gods and Fates. They are born to restore balance and justice. Everbornes walk a perilous path between good and evil, plagued by the pull of darkness. Marked with the sigils of the Fates and the Gods, their power is known by all.




Eclipsed: A Marsier who has strayed from the path of the Fates and Gods, tempted into the embrace of promised power and darkness. Their minds are consumed, their souls cursed, as they answer the call of chaos. As a punishment from the Fates and Gods, they are stripped of Ethera and sentenced to a life inside of Fate’s Divide—a realm within a realm, hell as they know it.
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CHAPTER ONE
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IN THE HEART of Hawthorn Forest, where the air was thick with Ethera and the ground bore witness to a history of spilled Hawthorn blood, I fed the earth drops of my own life. I stood poised with the same determination etched into every muscle as those who had died defending the forest before me. The tension crackled in the wind like lightning, my thirst for victory heating the very air I breathed. Losing was not an option. Losing carried the price of my blood, and Marsiers did not give their blood willingly. The clashing of sword against sword and the painful sound of fist against flesh weaved through the trees as I stood my ground. I poured my heart and soul into my every move, making him work for every drop of my blood he’d steal today. My blood was not free for the taking. He’d have to earn it with his own.

Our fight echoed like tumbling rocks from a mountain, filling the trees with a furious energy that could be felt by all. My eyes locked on my opponent in a fierce gaze, unspoken words passing between us. I was as unwilling to back down as he was. There would be no mercy found here. I sank deeper into my training, calculating every move and breath I took in an instant. I was born for this. Born to suffer for my people. Born to fight for every step I took. This was my forest. No one crossed our lines without wishing they had made better choices. But the choice had been made, and I was the teacher of hard lessons to be learned by the foolish.

I ignored the sweat dripping from my brow as I pushed myself harder and harder, the sound of my heavy breathing and grunts of exertion mingling with the rumbles of survival and distant birdsong. We danced to a deadly tune of skill and desire, each moment bringing us one step closer to triumph or defeat. Our symphony of steel and bone left no room for hesitation or weakness. There was no room for pity or empathy. There was no room for remorse. But that was the way of war, to push every soul to the brink, to drink away our love for each other, to leave the victor as wounded as the dead. There were no winners in war, only survivors.

With dust flung into my eyes, he knocked my sword from my grasp, kicking me square in the chest as my focus wavered. I went down as fast as the air left my lungs. But I didn’t stay down. Death waited on the ground for those too slow to get up. I rolled, bringing myself to my feet. I didn’t need to breathe to keep myself alive. My lungs would work again, but they’d have taken their last breath had I stayed down. My muscles tensed as I waited for the attack. It came hard and fast, as I knew it would. The sound of flesh connecting filled my ears as I protected my chest and face, pushing through the pain to put distance between us. 

We were controlled chaos, leaving behind a trail of sweat, blood, and an unwillingness to relent. Pain, like fear, did not own me. It fueled the fire burning within. I kept myself standing until the burning in my chest released its ugly claws.

I twisted behind him, kicking his legs out from under him. But I didn’t go in for the kill as most would. I wasn’t that foolish. I’d never be able to overpower him on the ground. If he were to get the upper hand, it would be over for me. Instead, I went for my sword and a clean kill, one I wouldn’t risk my death for. His blade slid across my hand as I reached for my weapon.

I jerked back, cradling my hand. “Bloody hell, Dónal. You nearly cut off my fingers.”

“And you won’t need them if you’re dead.” 

I glared. “I need them today.”

“You make a pitiful Everborne, Ash. I’ve never seen someone bleed so much and not die because of it,” Dónal said, knocking me onto my ass. I rolled out of the way of his coming kick, my eye twitching at his goading. “Three lifetimes and this is what you have to show for yourself? I’ve held babes fresh from the womb with a stronger punch than yours. Each of your sisters, even wee Maple, packs more force with their fists.”

Elder Dónal Highmore, my sister’s birthing father and the brother of my late birthing father, stood over me, with his hands on his hips, shaking his head. He was our village Summoner and my trainer. Outside the training ring, he was as soft as a warm breeze. But inside the ring, his kindness was strangled to death by his purpose—to train me how to survive for as long as possible. The path of an Ever was just that deadly. 

Dónal was as blunt as a stone to the temple and as brutal as a beheading, but I’d have it no other way. War wasn’t kind or fair or pretty. War wasn’t going to make sure I was standing before it attacked me again. It didn’t care how much I bled or how many digits I was left with. War came for one purpose—the life of an innocent. And there was no one better to teach me those lessons than he, having died his first life in service to his people and spending the first fifty years of his Godborne life in service to the Fateborne Army before retiring to the forest. He was one of the few Godbornes who had walked the path of blood rather than books.

I shook out the pain and got to my feet, bringing my bloody fists up for another round. This wouldn’t stop until I tapped out or was knocked out. The latter of which happened most often.

“Get your head in the training ring,” he scolded. “You’re too far away in your thoughts, and you’re bleeding for it. Make me earn your blood. Do not give it away with such wild abandon. You are an Everborne. Reminded me of why coming for you is a mistake.”

I nodded and motioned for us to begin again. Even knowing I’d suffer for it, each time he came at me, my mind fractured. My thoughts were pure chaos and had been all morning. I had eaten more dirt today than on any other day. But no matter how hard I tried to stay focused, to stay present, I drifted away, back to my dream. I had been gifted my first vision last night, and I couldn’t keep my mind from wandering back to it. And I paid for it each time. The Fates showed me fragments of a man standing on the other side of the Fated Mirror of Souls. My people were shown glimpses of their Fated before their Fating, but I was not destined to have a mate. I am an Everborne. I will never mate, never have a family of my own. The third life of a Marsier is one of pure duty and only duty. We were born with only one purpose—walking a path that led to our deaths in place of another.

Without a Fating in my future, that could only leave one reason for me to have been gifted a vision. He would become a friend, or he would become my foe. Would I die for him, or would he be the one to kill me? Would his face be the last I saw, or would I be staring down upon him as he drew his last breath? Whatever the reason for the vision, the Fates would ensure our paths crossed, whether in best wishes or in blood, it mattered not to the Fates. Our paths were our paths, even those ending in our demise. The Fates made no mistakes. Yet, it still sat sour within my soul. Unlike the others, during my vision, I could not feel the man. I could not hear him. I sensed nothing. He was empty of all things real and tangible.

Dónal jerked my arm behind my back and pushed me forward. “Where did you go? You do not have time to sit inside your head during a battle.”

I shook out the burn in my arm. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m trying.”

He kicked up a cloud of dust. “You’re either trying to stay alive or you’re trying to die. There is no middle ground in war.”

When Dónal came for me next, I was on my back faster than my body had time to register I had fallen. Flashes of the man played out in the back of my mind as I struggled to breathe. The vision I had last night was unlike anything my mother and mam had described. It had not come to me with ease, like it did for them. It flooded my mind like blood pooling from a knife through the heart—hot, piercing, panicked. It was not calming, as it was for my mother. It was rushed and intense, from one vision to the next. Flash after flash, the man moved from the mirror to stand at my side. He was built for war. Where I was lithe, he was muscled hell. I scanned his body, but I did not turn to look into his eyes. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t force the vision into submission. I never had the chance to see the man I was meant to either run to or avoid at all costs. I saw nothing that would allow me to recognize him if he had been standing in front of me. Before it was over, I could smell him...clover, leather, blood, ferns.

“We break until you are ready.” Dónal offered me his hand. “You are never this far away during training. What’s plaguing your mind?”

I didn’t know how to tell him about my vision, of my trepidation. I was a Hawthorn, a child of the forest, an Ever. I was not supposed to be afraid of death walking at my side. I was not supposed to cower in the face of the unknown. My people were known for bravery, for sacrifice without hesitation. We died for innocents without a second thought. How could I possibly stand shoulder to shoulder with the others if I admitted I was scared of what the Fates had placed upon my path? No Marsier ever voiced their doubts of what the Fates or Gods showed us. We lived our lives in service to those they deemed worthy of our blood and did it with courage. Admitting I wasn’t as brave as I should be filled me with shame.

I wrapped my bleeding hand in a rag from my pocket and stretched the truth. I gave him a truth that wasn’t entirely accurate for the moment, but it was a truth, nonetheless. “Mam informed me last night that I wasn’t selected for conscription. She said my path leads elsewhere.”

Dónal nodded. “I am aware. But you knew this was a possibility when you put your name forward. You are still young and untested. The Fateborne Army is no place for lessons to be learned. They are the best of us.”  

“And aside from you, I am the best here,” I countered.

“If you cannot get an old man to tap out, perhaps you’re not as good as you believe.”

I fought not to roll my eyes at him. Had I not been so distracted today, I’d have come close. I always did. But Dónal would fight through broken bones, blinded by his own blood, and I could never allow myself to bring about his downfall with stronger means. My love for him always got in the way, which was the weakness he had always exploited. 

“There’s always been a Hawthorn in the army,” I said. “They cannot select Sorcha. She’s in line for High Priestess and cannot hold a sword to save her life, and Liam cannot apply for another two years, although I doubt he even would. He’s not made for war as I am. The others have either just received their first sigils or their first sword. They’re far too young to even understand what an army is, let alone join one. I would be a sound choice for the frontline.”

“You have many blooded cousins who serve.”

“But I am the only Everborne within our line. Even you yourself have said an Ever would be a boon for any army. We can funnel more Ethera than any other. We can craft a Thresh stronger than any other. I can move entire battalions through my Thresh without breaking a sweat. Why not send the strongest to protect the weakest? It makes no sense to me. If I’m not in service to our realm, what other reason could there be for my rebirth? I doubt they sent me back three times for me to sit on cushions in some tower, sipping tea and talking about flower arrangements and balls like a princess. The realm has enough of them already.”

“Do not fault the Mera for their way of life,” he scolded me. “You do not know the path they walk. It is unfair to judge them.”

With my shoulders hunched under his tone and my cheeks flushed with shame, I groaned at the words I had just spoken. “I should not have said that. My frustration is my own, and no other is deserving of it.”

With a nod, I knew he’d speak no more of it. 

“Perhaps your thirst for war is the reason you will not be standing ankle-deep in blood and bones,” he said. “It would be a kindness for the Fates to hold you from the army, to keep you on the right path. Too much blood darkens even the purest of souls. It chisels away at our empathy and devotion.”

“I would never abandon the Fates,” I said, my voice more heated than I had intended. “I am firmly on my fated path. Nothing and no one can pull me from it.”

I was used to people questioning my path, as they did all Evers, but it still hurt my soul to hear the doubts. People feared Evers for the power they held and what they could do with it, should they decide to stray from their Fates. I may have been an Everborne, but I followed the path of the Fates, as every Everborne had before me. I knew what the cost would be if any of us stepped off that path. We’d create dire ripples and consequences felt by all. Restoring the balance of our falling would cost countless lives. I’d never do something so wicked and selfish. I knew my soul. I knew what I was willing and unwilling to do and what I’d die to protect.

“The darkness holds no appeal for me, Dónal. I’d sooner die than reach for more than the Fates or Gods would allow.”

“Then it stands to reason that the Fates simply see a different path for you. Whether it makes sense to you means nothing to the Fates. All that matters is that you walk the path. Have a little more faith in the Fates. You are being guided as you should be.”

“I have more than enough faith, but that doesn’t mean I don’t question why I am still training for a war I’ll never see?”

“Because we don’t know that path just yet, and everyone, no matter their station, feels the cold embrace of war. You must be ready for anything.” He lunged, his sword coming inches from my throat. I jerked back, twisting away. He grinned as I breezed out of his reach without even needing to think of it. “Hawthorns will always defend the realm, whether that is on the frontline of war or while sitting on a satin cushion in a royal tower.”

I frowned. It did bother me that my mothers had denied me the right of defending the realm, their visions of me driving that decision. I was worthy. I knew I was. I was almost as good as the Marsier’s greatest warrior. There were no others in the army who had bested me, not even once. I had never spilled a drop of my blood when I trained with them. But that was not what clouded my mind today, and I felt guilty for not being forthcoming with Dónal. He wasn’t just our Elder. He was family. He cared for me as my mother and mam. But in the ring, I didn’t know if I could handle his truths. His words cut as deep as his blade when we trained, and I didn’t know if I could handle being stabbed today.

What would I even tell him? My vision was empty of anything that led me to my purpose. Visions were supposed to give us a true glimpse into our futures or what was soon to unfold in the distance. But mine was nothing of the sort. I had been gifted my first vision and left me as blind as I had been before. Although I knew it could take decades of training to truly understand what the Fates were telling us, it was frustrating to have been gifted the tease.

I would pray upon it again and again until the vision cleared, but I feared I’d meet my fate long before the Fates were inclined to explain it. This morning, after giving thanks to the Fates and Gods, I prayed to the Fate Carena for guidance and protection. Although she had never answered me back, I still sought her out. Whatever path I was placed upon, I knew I’d need her at my side. That was the only clarity I had of my future. She was the first sigil gifted to me by the Fates when I was too young to remember the celebration of it. And every sigil since has been one of hers. Carena was the most feared Fate of them all and the one I felt most drawn to. It was said that she was exacting in her judgment and often vengeful, but I never felt that when I prayed to her. I felt love, trust, compassion, empathy, and gut-wrenching sorrow for our suffering. But harm an innocent, and her wrath could be heard in the thunder, before her lightning struck you dead.

She and I had a lot in common.

“I’ve never known you to be distracted like this.” Dónal pushed back the strands of his graying hair and cleaned the dirt from his eyes. He leaned against the fence and put one foot over the other. He may have looked relaxed, but he was more than prepared for anything that would come his way. He never lowered his guard, not even while he slept. “Are you going to tell me what’s really bothering you, or are we going to pretend it is something it is not? As much as I know you were hoping for conscription, I do not sense that as being the cause of your worry. Disappointment, yes, but not worry.”

I groaned. He knew me as he knew every leaf in this forest. He had helped raise me after my father’s death at the hands of an Eclipsed and had spent every day at my side. There was no other I trusted as I did Dónal, but there was also no other who shoved my truths down my throat until I gagged. He did not believe in softening his words, and over the years, it had rubbed off on me, much to the chagrin of my parents.

“I had a vision of... Him last night,” I finally answered, not knowing how else to describe the man.

“Who is him?”

“I don’t know, and the vision did not provide more information. At first, I suspected he could be my Fated, but Evers are not gifted with a Fated one during their third life. Whoever he is, I worry how he will merge with my path and if he is the one who is fated to end my life.” 

“If that is his fate, worry will do nothing to stop his walk down your path.”

“I know this, but I cannot help but wonder if he is meant to be more. That perhaps the Fates and Gods have decided I’ve suffered enough in my previous lives.” I breathed out long and hard, swallowing my shame. “I’m scared.”

“Of what?” Dónal pushed off the fence and gripped my shoulder, grounding me. 

“My death, I suppose,” I said, folding my arms like a hug around my chest. My cheeks burned with embarrassment. “I know I am to be brave in the face of death, but I’m still scared.”

“It’s okay to fear death, Ash. All of us do.”

“But a Marsier is supposed to willingly give their lives in place of an innocent.”

“Fear doesn’t mean you’re not brave or unwilling to give your life. It means you have something to fight for. It means you understand what is at risk. It would be foolish of you to have no fears. Life is meaningless without something to lose.”

I huffed a small laugh. “You never look afraid.”

“Although I do not remember my previous life or death, I imagine I was scared at the end. I have been there for countless others as they’ve taken their last breath and have seen fear in their eyes. Do not ever let anyone tell you that death is glorious and without fear. It isn’t. It is painful and sad for most of our people. Meeting our ending is never easy, no matter the reason why.”

“I was ashamed of my fear, like somehow I was insulting the Fates, like I was spitting in their eyes.”

“It would take much more than that to insult the divine. Never feel shame for having a soul. If the Fates did not want us to feel fear, they never would have given us souls to begin with. It doesn’t matter how hard we train, what we believe, or how hardened our souls become over our lifetime. It takes a lot of courage to step into the embrace of death. And courage doesn’t mean you’re not scared. It means you do your duty even as you tremble.” He nudged me, smiling with sympathy in his eyes. “Not every sweaty palm on the battlefield is from gripping a sword. Many are as scared as you.”

“Thank you, Dónal. I needed your words more than I needed to bleed today.”

“You’re welcome.” After a quick hug, he stepped back. “Do your mothers know you’ve had your first vision?”

I nodded. “I told them as soon as I awoke for the day.”

“And?” 

“There is no and. They have no more answers than I do. I do not know this man. I have not laid eyes on him in all my life, and that makes me a little nervous. He could be my ending.”

“Or he could be your beginning. Why must your mind go to the darkest of places? As you said, he may be your Fated. It is not unheard of for an Everborne to be Fated. It’s just rare, but so are Evers.”

“If he is not my ending, how will I meet him?” I asked. “I do not recognize him or his scent. Why am I fated to walk a path with a male outside of the forest? That’s not very common. I’ve never heard of it happening in Hawthorn Forest even once. Our people do not blend into the paths of other kinds. A Marsier always mates with a Marsier, just as a butterfly will breed only with a butterfly.”

“It was once very common during the days when our clans were too small to continue forward on their own. Perhaps the Fates know your needs will be greater than what our people can provide, or maybe they simply know that every man for one hundred miles is terrified of the wicked Aisling Hawthorn and her fiery temper of doom.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s not my fault that most males are weak of character and backbone.”

“You make the strongest of us tremble.”

“You don’t quake in your boots.”

“Your love for me protects me, just as my love for you shelters you. With me, you hold back. But you hold nothing back from others. Imagine if I had been an intruder in this forest. I’d be dead before I drew my sword. You’d have ended my life without hesitation, before any other within the forest could draw their own blade. The entire realm knows you will take their lives if they step into Hawthorn Forest with malice on their fingertips.”

I shrugged. “Hence why the army would have been a good place for me.”

“I’ve never met a more stubborn person in my life, and I’ve fought against people who wanted to kill me.”

“Ash!” Liam’s voice pulled me out of my conversation at the perfect time. 

I turned to see my brother leaning on the railings of the training ring. He was two years younger than I was, but looked much older than his sixteen years. The eyes of a Godborne aged him, adding decades to his gaze. I came second into the forest, with my sister, Sorcha, being the oldest of us eight Hawthorn children. Of them all, I was closest to Liam. His thirst for life and experience made him the easiest one to talk to and the first to understand any issue brought before him. He never judged, never shamed. He gave love freely and openly. And he mourned deeply and passionately. I aspired to have the kind of soul he had, the kind of unwavering faith he had. 

“Mother is calling for you,” he said, opening the gate to the ring. He bowed his head in respect to Dónal. “Elder.”

Dónal smiled. “I’ll see you later, Ash. Liam, I will see you tonight for training.”

Liam tried and failed to swallow his groan at the news. “I look forward to it.”

“Liar,” I elbowed him on my way by. Although he towered over me, he never made me feel smaller or weaker for it. “Do Mother and Mam look angry?”

Liam laughed. “No. I don’t think you’re in trouble this time.”

“They’re sneaky with their scoldings. I’m probably in trouble,” I said, rolling through my memories of everything I had done since the last time I had been called before them.

“Whatever it is, I’m sure you’ll talk your way out of it again,” he replied, handing me a strip of cloth from his pocket. “You look like you took one hell of a beating today. Is it because of your vision? Mother is a little off after a vision, too.”

I scowled. “Did she tell you?”

“No. I overheard you speaking to Dónal. I was standing at the training ring for half an hour before you noticed me.”

“It’s rude to listen in on conversations that do not include you.”

He rolled his eyes. “First, I like watching you train. Second, like you wouldn’t have done the same? And it’s not like you mind it when you come to me for information that I gain from all my snooping around.”

“Fair point,” I answered, grinning. Liam was a fountain of knowledge he should not have had, and he shared it all with me. “Yes, it caused a distraction today, and I paid for it with blood.”

He pulled me under his arm as we walked through the forest, toward my mother’s hut. “Are you excited, though? Your fate is unfolding as you’ve wanted for years. This could be it, Ash. You could finally know why you’ve been rebirthed again.”

I shrugged. “I may meet him tomorrow, or the Fates may take years to have him cross my path. Who knows how long they’ll make me wait. The man may help me, but he also may be the one who kills me. It’s hard to get excited over something that may take a decade to unravel and may unravel with my ending.”

“Why would the Fates show us our paths, only to deny us?”

“We are not waiting for them to show us. They are waiting for us to be ready. They are waiting for the moment in time when our fates are needed and we are ready to endure them,” I answered. We never knew when we’d be called upon, only that it would happen when the Fates decided the timing was right. Once we reached our maturity, our path could unfold within hours. Or, as it was for some, we could be waiting decades. “Only the Fates will know when it is time.”

“You don’t seem as excited as the others usually are at a potential Fated mate. I mean, if he isn’t coming to kill you, that is.”

I huffed a laugh. “I guess I never thought I’d be granted the gift of a Fated one. Evers are known for walking their paths alone. I always thought I’d be among them.”

“You will never be alone,” he said. “But I will offer sacrifice tonight for your vision to be of love and not death. You are deserving of a Fated one, Ash. You are worthy of the greatest gift from the Fates—love.”

“Thank you,” I said, the unease that had squeezed my chest all morning fading at his kindness. “As do you.”

When our mother’s hut came into view, Liam jogged off to meet with his friends in the lazy river that ran through the forest. His days of wonder and mischief were slowly coming to an end the older he got, but he wasn’t going to give it up without a fight. Unlike me and Sorcha, Liam had his youth in a death grip, and it was going to take divine intervention to get him to release it. The rest of us thought it wasn’t worth the struggle to pry his fingers off of it before he was ready. When the time came, Liam would let go on his own, as we all did. But only he could know when it was time.

Mother’s hut was built around the oldest tree in the forest. It was a place of worship, guidance, respite, sanctuary, and more often than not, a place where I was reprimanded. My stomach flopped into my boots as I jogged up the five stairs and through the white cloth curtains that hung over the doorway. Both of my parents were sitting on cushions alone, and I sighed long and hard. They were never alone unless they were about to chastise me for my wrongdoings. And there was usually a list of them, starting with my attitude and my fiery tongue.

“I’m sorry,” I said, before I could think of anything else to say.

Mam, the softer of the two, grinned, her blue eyes sparkling with amusement. “What have you done this time?”

I shrugged and knelt across from them. “I’m not certain. But whatever it was, I’m probably sorry.”

My mother’s laughter filled the room, her long red hair bobbing against her shoulders. “And I’m certain you would not be sorry. You are rarely sorry for actions you intend, and you do everything with full commitment. But that is not why we have called you today.”

“What has happened?” I asked, seeing the lines around her eyes deepen. I was so used to being the reason for them calling me that I hadn’t thought it could be for another purpose.

“I have had a vision,” my mother answered, and I tried to hide my flinch. Her visions were never of good news. “The Fates have shown me the path you must walk.”

I leaned forward. “What have you seen?”

“You are to leave Hawthorn Forest this evening and make your way to an Eclipsed stronghold within the fallen Upir territory. There are thirty-four souls in need.” 

“Who are they?”

She shook her head. “The Fates did not show me, nor was I inclined to ask questions of the Fates. We are to serve at their command, not question our purpose.”

“Can you tell me anything more?” I asked. “What exactly did you see? Any detail could be of great importance.”

She closed her eyes to recount, as I had watched her so many times before. Her eyelids fluttered as she brought her vision forward. “I saw stone rooms with iron bars. It’s cold, wet, and smells of dead things and those close to death. I heard hushed voices, men and women urging each other to hang on, that help would come for them. There are thirty-three below the earth, held in small cells with cold iron bars and chains made of the same. Another is being held in the below, in a separate cage. He is chained at his wrists and ankles with iron. Eclipsed are stationed throughout the halls and grounds. There are three dozen, maybe four, and they surround the fallen Bloodborne castle of Hale.”

So many questions ran through my mind. “Cold iron? There aren’t many beings that require cold iron to jail them.”

“There are not,” Mam confirmed. “Those who would need cold iron to trap them are much more powerful than the Eclipsed. I would urge you to be cautious. How they were trapped may be how you become another within the cells.”

I nodded. “Four dozen Eclipsed, and it’s just me going? Not the Fateborne Army? Not even the Goyles have gone to the aid of the stolen ones? Do the Fates' plans for me include my death tonight?”

I could fight like I was my own small army, but I had never fought alone like this before, and never in an Eclipsed stronghold. It was rare for the Eclipsed to hold any land for long, but any land they occupied was cursed. Everywhere they went, the earth dried of Ethera, a punishment from the Fates and Gods for stepping off the path of a chosen one. I wouldn’t have Ethera to depend on. It would just be me, my skill, and a slim chance in hell.

“The Fateborne Army will not be assisting, and I’ve not seen the Goyles in my vision. The Fates have shown only you. Thus, it can only be you.”

“This is going to leave a few new scars.”

“Worry not, Aisling. I did not see your death.”

“If my death is their wish, my worry will do nothing to stop it.”

“Prepare yourself. You leave at sunset,” she added.

I glanced out at the sun in the sky. “Just over an hour doesn’t give me much time to prepare.”

“See Sorcha for a Fate Stone,” Mam added. “She is in the birthing temple. Go now. You haven’t any minutes to waste.”

“I will do my duty,” I said and stood. “I love you.”

“And you are deeply loved by us,” Mam replied.

When I jumped off the stairs and hit solid ground, I straightened my shoulders and cleaned my sweaty palms on my pants. With my path now firmly placed in front of me, the fear I had felt for my death wasn’t nearly as sharp. If death was how my night would end, I would walk there with my head held high and courage burning throughout my soul. I couldn’t outrun death any more than I could unrun life. More time couldn’t be stolen from Destiny any more than blood could be squeezed from a rock.

The countdown to my final breath had begun, however far away that moment was. And that knowledge wasn’t as heavy as I had feared it would be.

As an Ever, if I died tonight, I would not come back. That I was thrice-born was a rarity, but four times? That had never been done throughout our history. If a soul could not accomplish their tasks within three lives, no Fate or God would punish us with a fourth attempt. 

Nervousness may have been twisting in my gut, but I wouldn’t let it own me. I would let it in and let it out. Fear was not mine to own or carry for great distances. I let it remind me of what I had to fight for, but wouldn’t allow it to freeze the fight within my soul.

My talk with Dónal had come at the perfect moment. The fear I had felt at the beginning of our training had faded into background noise. His words had given me the bravery I would depend on tonight. The Fates worked in ways none of us could possibly imagine. They had sent me into the training ring filled with shame. But in the ring, they had placed the only person I trusted enough to admit that shame to, and he lifted it off my shoulders, replacing it with a layer of compassion.

I jogged to the Temple of Life and paused as I approached the white stone building. I closed my eyes and grinned as a new life took their first breath, releasing it with a wail that startled the birds. The sound wrapped my heart. I lowered myself onto one knee and sliced my palm, dropping my sacrifice into the hungry earth.

“Thank you,” I whispered to the Fates and Gods for the new life they had gifted us.

When I stood, Sorcha was waiting on the front steps, a smile filling her cheeks, softening the lines of her face. She carried a burden heavier than I, no matter what I would ever face in my life. Sorcha would pick up the mantle of our mothers when they passed on to the Eternal After. Before she had even reached maturity, that was the fate she was given. She would become the next High Priestess of Hawthorn Forest and had spent her life training for it. But she carried that burden well and without complaint, unlike me, who sometimes needed to be dragged by my ears. She was and would always be the strongest person I’d ever met. There was no better soul in this realm for the duties she would take on.

I jogged up the stairs to greet her. “I heard the screams from the training ring earlier. Did all go well with the birth? The mam, is she well?”

Sorcha, still cleaning her hands, nodded. “It was a difficult delivery of twins.”

My eyes widened. Twins were a blessing, as all births were, but they garnered a lot of attention from seekers of lost loved ones. “How many birthing marks?”

“Two,” she answered.

“Godborne twins?”

Twins were rare, but two Fatebornes dying together and birthed together were scarcer and easier to seek out. Those who had lost Fateborne twins would seek out these two. It was why no Marsier announced births outside of their clans. Although we knew we should never seek out those who had passed, some still did. The pain of losing someone we loved was a force difficult to overcome. Not even the Fates could stop it from happening.

“They will be going to Fate’s Temple when Helana is well enough to go through a Thresh.”

“When I am back, I will bring them,” I said. As an Everborne, my Thresh was the most powerful in all of our forest. Rarely had anyone felt even a hint of chaos within it. It was like that for every Ever, to become the most powerful in their clan. But our rebirths were too rare to depend on, and a gift when they did.

“Thank you. The sooner we get her to the temple, the easier it will be for the family. The priestesses are better equipped to handle seekers.” Sorcha pulled a Fated stone from her pocket, already bound to a leather strap. “Maple was here an hour ago. She said you would need this.”

I smiled. Maple, our youngest sister, walked with the Fates since birth. Her visions came whether she sought them out or not. “I’ve been tasked with saving thirty-four.”

“Alone?”

I nodded. “They are on Eclipsed land. Mother has seen three or four dozen Eclipsed holding them.”

“That is an awful lot to come through the Thresh and not be driven back by the Goyles.”

I nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. I fear what is happening in the City of Dread if the Goyles are too busy to track down the stray Eclipsed.”

“Be careful, Ash,” she replied. “May the Fates guide and protect you.”

I looped the necklace around my neck. “I will see you before night prayers. I’ll bring Helena and her family to the temple upon my return.”

“Thank you. I know she will be grateful to be behind their walls as soon as possible.”

I gave her a quick hug and jogged down the path toward the stone building behind my mother’s hut. Although it was small, it housed everything a Marsier could ever need to defend their forest. Those stationed at the gate didn’t stop me when I breezed through. They were used to my digging around in there and leaving for random hunts. I pulled open the door to find Dónal already preparing my gear. I wasn’t surprised. Although he did not have visions, he knew the very pulse of the forest. Nothing ever escaped his notice.

“Four dozen Eclipsed,” I said, pushing knives into the holsters on my thighs. “It’ll be a walk in the forest.”

“I doubt you’ll even miss dinner,” he said, rechecking every knife and obsidian blade. “We’ve faced greater odds than this before, Ash.”

“But I was never alone.”

“We are always alone on the battlefield. It doesn’t matter who stands at your back. When the first drop of blood is drawn, it is just you and your opponent. You can only depend on yourself, no one else.” He twisted my braid into a knot at the base of my neck before turning me back to face him. “Remember, do not let them touch you. Their curse will eat away at your Ethera. Once your Ethera is eaten away, there is nothing but faith and meat protecting your soul.”

I nodded. “I remember the rules. Protect the innocent, protect my body, protect my soul. Do not give up. Do not give in. Do not lose faith. Do not reach for more power than the Fates allow. Death is not the end. We will see each other again. I remember, Dónal.”

He grabbed the front of my jacket and held me firmly in place, bringing us eye to eye. “This is not the same as any other rescue, dear child. This will not be like helping the villagers. You will be scared, and that’s okay. Let the fear come and let it go. Fear will not help you tonight. You will be alone, and none of us can come help you. It is you standing between thirty-four souls and the damned. All you have is your training and your faith. Do not lose faith. The Fates will guide you. The Gods will watch over you.”

“I can do this. I am prepared.”

“I am not worried that you cannot do this. I worry that you can.”

I frowned. “Why would that be a worry?”

“Because it means your path will be bloody. I prayed you wouldn’t touch war. I prayed that you would be gifted a life of ease.”

“No Marsier has ever had a life of ease. That is not our purpose.”

He leaned his head against mine. “An old man can still pray.”

“An old man has forgotten the way,” I teased. “Have you gotten soft in your second life?”

“I love you,” he said, pulling me into a hug. “Keep your temper in check. Keep your head in the fight. Worry about tomorrow when the sun rises again. Do your duty and come home.”

“I love you, too,” I said and stepped back.

“May the Fates guide and protect you.”

I stepped out of the armory and into the trees, with the fading day and everyone I loved at my back. At the edge of the forest, I opened my Thresh. With a deep breath, I stepped into the forest that bordered the cursed Bloodborne lands of Hale.
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CHAPTER TWO
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MY STOMACH PLUNGED into my boots as I took in the haunted land of Upir. It had always felt itchy to stand near the former Bloodborne territory, but tonight, it felt like tiptoeing along the edge of a nightmare. The air felt heavy, suffocating all traces of hope and promise. Every step I took toward the forest that bordered the property echoed, as though the very ground resented my presence. The last of the sun was eaten away by the gloom that draped over the Bloodborne grounds, casting a pall of despair over the forsaken lands. Not even the light wished to be here.

For as far as my eyes could see, nature itself seemed twisted and distorted, as if it had been corrupted by the same curse that followed the Eclipsed. The very essence of the Fate’s punishment could be felt lingering in the breeze, milking the Ethera from all who dared stand too close. The warning of the curse dug into my bones and chilled me to my core. But I ignored the warning and pressed forward, my fists and jaw clenching against the panic building in my stomach. Like the dying sun, I didn’t want to be here either.

I inched my way into the forest of sickly trees with gnarled branches that reached toward the Gods, their leaves rustling from my movement. Each step taken was measured to make the least amount of noise, and yet, I filled the trees with chaos. Time itself seemed to warp, bending with each beat of my heart. As I calmed my pulse, reminding myself that speed wasn’t always my greatest ally, the forest came back into perfect focus. I was in control. I was the master of my path. I was a sanctuary for the innocent. I was the last hope and the last breath of my opponents. The Fates had chosen me for a reason. They believed in me, and so would I.

I crept through the trees to the edge of the field, lowering myself to the ground out of sight. I hadn’t come across a single Eclipsed, but I knew they were here. I could feel them in my soul like a malignant disease. I could hear the darkness they followed whispering in my ears, promising me riches and more power than I’d ever need. But I was true to the Fates. I listened to nothing but their calling. No gold or power could make me turn my back on my faith.

From my place in the shadows, I pulled out my knife and slid it across my thumb, rubbing my blood into the stone of protection around my neck. It was only the smallest sliver from a larger rock, gifted to the Hawthorn Forest many generations ago. It would keep the curse from draining me and would offer protection if I got too close to the Eclipsed. Their touch bled our Ethera, but with the necklace, it would take a little longer for us to buckle. And for what I’d be doing tonight, I’d be risking my very soul to rescue the innocents.

I tucked it back into my jacket and scanned the field ahead of me. In the distance, the fallen manor once belonging to Hale of the Upir sat in disrepair. The Bloodborne castle was once a place of horror before the Fateborne Army drove them through the Thresh and back to the Divide, where they had come from. Their reign had lasted decades before they had been stopped, their castles left to the birds and bugs. 

With my route plotted, I pulled out two obsidian blades and made my way through the shadows to the fortress. If I planned this perfectly, I would not have to face all four dozen Eclipsed at once. I was confident in my skills, but I wasn’t so foolish as to think I was greater than a small, cursed army.

At the last remains of a stone wall, I slinked behind the first Eclipsed stationed there. He made not a sound as I slid the blade into his heart. I held him to my chest as his life drained from his body, my fear dying along with him. I paid no mind to his warm blood now coating my front, or the gurgles he made as death came to take his hand. Lowering him to the ground without a sound, I moved on to the next and the next. I didn’t pause to think of the lives I was taking. That could come later, when I was washing their blood from beneath my nails. Sinking into the grief of it now would only occupy my mind and take my life as I had taken theirs.

I crouched behind a tree and waited as three more Eclipsed made their way by me. Three would make noise. I couldn’t afford a sound to be made, so I waited and watched for my next opportunity to come. I swallowed a lump in the back of my throat and finally moved again, taking my time to do it quietly.

I crept around the stone building, sweeping the entire property, leaving a trail of death in my wake. At the rear, I climbed through a broken window and into the stronghold. The air was ripe with death that hadn’t yet been burned or buried. It smelled of war at the end of a hot day. I forced myself to swallow the bile inching up the back of my throat. The urge to retch was almost as strong as my desire to run.

I inched up to the doorway and closed my eyes, listening for the faintest of sounds. Before I could lose my nerve, I stepped into the hall and slid my knife into the throat of an Eclipsed guard. I maneuvered him into the wall, holding my hand over his mouth. Pressing my body into his, I felt his life leak down his chest and over my arms. I wanted to pray for his soul. I wanted to cry out to the Fates to save him. But I said nothing while I stared him in the eyes as he died. I thought I’d see regret looking back at me, but they were as empty as a stone.

I didn’t bother to hide his body. The Eclipsed would have smelled his blood the moment they came looking. I cleaned my hands on the dead man’s shirt, gripped my blades, and made my way into the bowels of the hell house. At the bottom of the stairs, two more guards met their death, leaving their lives spilled across the dirty stones. The last body I lowered to the ground rattled with keys. Tucking them into my pocket, I continued forward.

At the end of the hall, I inched open the door and froze, my next breath stuck in my throat. There, in the rows of cages, were chained Goyles. Since when did a Goyle need a rescue? They were the protectors of the Thresh that led into the Fate’s Divide. They were warmongers, feared by all and disliked by most for their brutality. They killed without question, without hesitation, without remorse. They didn’t care who they had to go through to finish their tasks. They were the reason for the overwhelm my people faced in healing tents across the entire continent.

I shook my judgment to the bottom of my mind and swallowed the contempt I felt toward those who cared not for the people they left to die in their place. There would be no love lost between us, but I would never turn my back on the calling from the Fates. In this moment, it didn’t matter what my personal feelings were. The Fates did not send someone to question how deserving a soul was of my sacrifice. They were in need, and I didn’t have to like them to save them.

I stepped away from the shadows and felt all of their eyes on me at once. I lifted my fingers to my lips and held up the keys.

The first door I unlocked, a young man gripped my hand. “Thank you, my lady. We knew you’d come.”

I frowned. They either had the ear of a Fate or someone already knew I was here. Both were concerning. “I’m no lady, but you’re welcome,” I whispered as I unlocked his shackles.

Each one I released was worse than the last. I didn’t know how long they had been prisoners, bound with iron, but I knew they wouldn’t have lasted much longer with the poisons of cold iron running through their systems. They were weak, injured and bleeding. Some had infections so great I could taste them in the air. 

“We must go as one. If the Eclipsed notice our leaving, it will be difficult to come back for someone.” I glanced back the way I had come in. “Whatever happens, once we’re outside, you run as quietly as you can. Grab the person at your side, and you get your asses off cursed land. Got it?”

With a collective nod, I went out through the door first, and once the coast was clear, I ducked my head back in and waved them out. They moved as silently as dust settling, aside from the bones I could hear broken within their bodies. There would be no way I could get them through the window I had crawled through. Goyles were far too big to shove through a hole that small. Most stood nearly seven feet tall and had a hundred pounds on me. Had I known I was coming for Goyles, I would have scouted out an escape route that a horse could fit through.

“Damn it,” I murmured to myself. I turned back to the others. “Wait here. I have to find a different way out.”

They didn’t argue as I left them alone in the hall.

At the next bend in the hall, I caught a fist in my temple as I rounded the corner. But I was used to being hit. I trained for pain. My blade made it home before my head could come back from the punch. The Eclipsed stood motionless, his mouth open, my blade pressing into his jaw from beneath. His life was over before his brain could give the rest of his body the message. I lowered him to the floor and found another of his friends before I found a doorway to the outside.

I stepped out onto a clear field. Once I mapped our escape, I returned for the others. They followed me into the night without a single question or hesitation. In the trees, they followed my jog, helping those who couldn’t run. At the edge of the forest, as soon as the cursed land ended, I pulled them all down and crafted a ward around us. I stood counting each head in the group.

“Thirty-three,” I whispered. “There is no kind way to ask this question, but has someone died from your group?”

A man who had carried one of the women from the cells stood. “No, my lady. He was taken shortly before you arrived.”

“Do you know where? Is he gone or still in the manor?”

He pointed up. “He’s in the tower.”

I closed my eyes and swallowed my groan. “I need to go back for him. Are any of you strong enough to craft a Thresh large enough to take you all home?”

“We will not leave without him,” he answered. “We will wait.”

“You all will be safe if you stay within my wards. If I don’t make it back, you all must leave.” 

“We cannot leave without him.”

“If I don’t come back, we’re both dead,” I said and turned.

“I’ll come with you,” he said.

“Stay here. It will be quicker for me to go alone. Together, we’re a noticeable target,” I answered and ran back through the trees. I didn’t have the heart to tell him he’d bleed out long before we rescued his kin, had he come.

Although I was quiet, there was no point in sneaking back into the castle. They already knew I was here. I could feel the heat of their rage growing in the air. They knew what I was doing. And as soon as I entered the crumbling manor, they let me know how displeased they were at my theft. 

The fight unraveled between me and those the Fates had cursed without warning. Their energy tingled against my flesh and twisted my stomach as they came at me in one giant wave. They smelled of hate and darkness, like being trapped beneath a pile of dead bodies. I gave myself over to the fight, not focusing on each single task, but allowing myself to flow like a river. My blades became extensions of my will to live, my service to my faith, and those weaker than I. I twisted like the trees in my forest, bending to the wind of war. The world around me muted, and all I could hear were my even breaths and steady pulse.

With swift movements, honed over a decade of training, I made my way through the halls and up the stairs, leaving behind a trail of bodies. I kicked open the only door, and my heart stumbled at the sight before me, stopping me in my tracks. I turned to the side and vomited onto the floor. In the cage, a man knelt on the floor, blistered and bloodied from torture. His long black hair hung in bloody clumps, tangled with pieces of what looked so similar to flesh that I turned my eyes away from it. His hands and ankles were shackled to the floor, leaving him defenceless. There was so much blood on the walls and floor, I expected to find him dead when I opened his cage.

I tried every key and found that not a single one of them would open the door. But no lock had ever kept me back. I poured my Ethera into the lock and busted it from the cage. I stepped in and lifted his head to check his pulse. His eyes flew open, and I jerked back. Tadgh Darkwood, Commander of the Goyles, Prince to the throne of the City of Dread, knelt before me. The man who had slaughtered countless in his pursuit to guard the Fate’s Divide stared back at me.

“Ash...I knew you’d come. You always come,” he whispered, his voice pained and raw.

I tried to keep the glare off my face. Only my family called me Ash, but the rumors of the Wicked Ash of Hawthorn had made their way to all ears. “Aisling. My name is Aisling.”

He stared at me for a long moment. “My apologies.”

“This isn’t going to feel great. The iron is cooked into your skin,” I said and stepped back into the cage with him. I lifted the iron chains up, inspecting the wounds on his wrists. Goyles could not touch cold iron. It was as toxic to them as a knife was to my heart. It leached their strength and weakened them to the point that they could not defend themselves. Without the strength to break his chains, I unlocked his shackles and peeled them from his blistered flesh. They came away with the sound of skinning a chicken.

“Can you walk?” I asked, grabbing onto his arm and hauling him to his feet.

“I’ll crawl if I have...” His eyes rolled into the back of his head.

With his arm around my shoulders, I staggered to the hall and down the stairs, nearly dragging him all the way down. 

“This would be much easier if you didn’t weigh more than a horse,” I muttered. “Let’s send one Marsier to save the Goyles. She’s more than able to carry someone the size of a horse. Who needs an army when we can send someone half the size of a Goyle to do the work? Great idea.”

I paused in the hall at the foot of the stairs and dropped Tadgh on the floor when I heard the shuffling of feet, wincing as he hit his head on the stone wall.  

“Sorry,” I whispered and turned back to the coming feet.

I rotated my shoulders and shook out my arms. My adrenaline was waning, my energy drying up, but I’d scrape the bottom of the barrel if I had to. Dying in Upir territory, surrounded by Eclipsed, with an unconscious Goyle at my feet, didn’t sound like a heroic way to burn out in this world.

Rather than using my blades, I pulled my sword from my back holster. There was no need to be up close to keep them quiet anymore. With three swipes, their heads sat on the floor, staring up at me. Dónal would have been proud of my skills tonight. I turned back to the sleeping prince and picked him off the floor, sliding him up the wall for balance. Holding him against my body, I began the very long stumble from the hellish manor and into the field.

“There’s more coming,” he whispered. “I can feel them.”

“Oh, now that I’ve packed you down all those stairs and through the field, you wake up?” I asked, shaking my head.

“It’s not my fault you cracked my skull on the rocks during your daring rescue. You knocked me out.”

“It wouldn’t have been so bad if your head didn’t weigh more than a cartful of goats.”

“Is this what we’re going to discuss?” he asked. “I don’t know if you heard
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