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      For the girls who don’t feel quite right in your skin—there is someone out there who can make your body feel like you. Hopefully someone with horns and moonstone-blue eyes.
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      Hello! Thank you for choosing to read Kingdom of Dusk. For your convenience, a list of content warnings may be found below. This list can also be found at https://islaelrick.com/book/kingdom-of-dusk/. If you find something I’ve missed, don’t hesitate to contact me.

      

      The book features violence typical of a dark fantasy setting, as well as sexual harassment, mentions of sexual assault, a brief (no detail) scene of implied dubious consent between husband and wife, smothering with a pillow (the victim is okay), emotional/verbal spousal abuse, cannibalism as a love language, major character death, mentions of genocide and forced assimilation, burning of villages, subjugation of an ethnic group, wildfires, burn injuries, mentions of sibling/family death, mentions of servitude slavery, a grieving heroine and all the messiness that comes with that, intense scenes involving a child (he’s okay), military and war imagery, crucifixion, references to and description of the after-effects of torture, brief description of eye trauma, love interest with horns and unique fae anatomy, unclear (possibly malicious) motives from the love interest, and deception/withholding of information by the love interest.
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      Disclaimer: While I am proud of my Irish heritage, I am American, and not an Irish speaker—so take my interpretations of these pronunciations with a grain of salt. I have based them off information available to me about current Connacht dialect. My intention in including Irish words is never to disrespect this wonderful, living, and vibrant culture. If you see any Irish foible, in this guide or in the book, I urge you to contact me at isla@islaelrick.com. Note also that, in the thousands of years after the Shift, certain meanings and pronunciations may have changed!

      

      Places and things

      Tuath - TOO-uh

      Gréine - GRAIN-eh

      Sallach - SALL-uch

      Geatacoill - GA-teh-KY’ehl

      Fraochgleann - FREE-augh-gl’AHN

      Éire - EY-rreh

      Éirin - EY-rren

      Aquila - ah-KEY-la

      Aquilan - ah-KEY-lan

      Westminia - west-MINI-uh

      Gealach - G’YAHL-augh

      Cuanacht -k’wah-NOCK-tuh

      Tirconnell - tehrr-CONN-ehl

      Numirabia - Noomi-RABE-ia

      Ogham - OWE-uhm

      Fianna - f’YEN-eh

      Faoladh - FAE-ladt

      Bealtaine - B’YAHL-ten-eh

      Gallive - GAHL-iv

      Bilé - BILL-eh

      Cernunnos – cair-NOON-oss

      Kah’le - KAH-ley

      Dromm - drom

      Giartee - djar-TEE

      Leine - LAIN-uh

      Beth Buide - beh B’WEE-the

      Sionnach - SHAWN-uch

      

      Sayings

      Droch-fhuil - drough f’wehl

      Fuil - f’wehl

      Wean - wayne

      Talamh-loinnir - TAL-uh LEN-yir

      

      Characters

      Mave - mave (like pave)

      Hiberos - high-BARE-os

      Eytine - EH-teen

      Faelon - FEH-lawn

      Orlaith - OR-lah

      Solma - SOUL-ma

      Menecon - MEN-eh-con

      Oishin - AW-sheen

      Eilliv - EYE-liv

      Joa - JO-ah

      Owalir - OWE-uh-leer

      Gwynedd - GWIN-eth (as in the th in father)

      Gaius - GUY-us

      Helius - HEEL-ee-us

      Sergia - SAYR-gee-uh

      Drusilla - droos-ILL-uh

      Uaine - oo’WEN-yeh

      Eamon - AY-mun

      Ferghal - FAIR-gul

      Erivon - AIR-iv-on

      Ottavian - aw-TAVE-ian

      Brianne - bree-EHN

      Aithne - AH-n’yeh

      Amelius - am-EEL-ee-us

      Iain - EE-in (like Ian)

      Agorix - ah-GOR-icks

      Westerus - WEST-er-us

      Alasdair - AL-iss-ter

      Manan - MAH-nen

      Lucastos - loo-CAHST-os

      Lupe - LOOP-ey

      Lughaidh - LEW-wee / LEW-wey

      Moiren - MOY-ren
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      The moment I touched his chains, I seized.

      If my screams filled the earthen pit, I could not hear them. Whatever sound I made, it was involuntary. There was only cold, so deep and still and unmoving inside my bones that it was beyond sensation itself. A lightless, soundless, lifeless, breathless, endless prison rivaling the prison holding me and Hiberos.

      Hiberos. Beneath this ice, I was not even aware of his broken body slumped beside me.

      Only when I threw myself back against the pit’s damp wall, panting raggedly like a beast, did my insides stop fracturing. My bladder had released with the shock. Wet, sticky, stinking. An animal. So far removed from humanity that, for once, Mave seemed like a distant memory.

      “Feyiron,” Gaius muttered from above, toying with the mechanical key—the key to our cage. “Your kind may not have a Court, but you crumble just the same as your beastly kin.”

      Feyiron … mined in lands where, soon after the Shift, the Courts had spilled innocent mortal blood. “Feyiron is⁠—”

      “Outlawed?” Gaius’s face, the face that had haunted my nightmares for weeks, twitched. “Laws can be changed.”

      My voice shook with fear and rage as feral as I had become. “Did … you … do this to him?”

      “He refused to tell me what I wanted to know.” Suddenly, staggering indignation was plain on Gaius’s face—so honest with me, his own enemy. He looked between Hiberos’s cleaved, bleeding frame and me. “He’s— Your lover. Isn’t he? ‘Do what you must do, my rose, I will be waiting.’ Do you know how long those words have haunted me? And never once did I think…”

      “He’s not my lover.” Shuddering, I crawled through the mud to him, to my Hiberos, careful to avoid the feyiron chains as I cupped his unconscious face. “He’s my soulbind. He’s…”

      Hiberos’s golden lashes fluttered. Seeing how far gone the torture and the feyiron had taken him drove me half mad. By the goddess, how wicked and grotesque for our places to be reversed.

      The world throbbed and dilated as I watched a lone moon moth perch on the jagged remains of his left horn.

      Deep in the cradle of his ribcage, something popped like an ember in dying flames, and my hand flew to the severed, pitch-stained knot there. The same knot he’d rubbed while he guided me through my trials, a habit borne of a love so genuine even he could not mask it behind fae guile. The same knot that pulsed in time with my heartbeat whenever I touched it.

      I had to prove that his heart was still there, that it was pumping. Needed to feel that comforting throb reenter my being and to know that⁠—

      My fingers probed the oil-slicked hollow of his chest, following the faintest pulse.

      But I found … nothing.

      Where his heart should be, there was only a scarred, empty chamber.

      Missing. Missing. Yet that was impossible. I had felt its beat before.

      If I could remember…

      If I could only remember.

      “Gealach, please, if you can hear me,” I whispered tremulously, eyes locked on the moth. “If you are still there somewhere. Help. Help me. Punish me, but do not let him die. You cannot let him die.”
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      All my world was a faint purple, pulsating light. My entire being pulsed in time with it until we were one—until all I was was the rhythmic drumbeat of oblivion’s primal heart. The bindings of the self uncoiled from me, and the soul wrapped within them loosened. Lost its density. Morphed and changed. An amorphous thing in a celestial cocoon forgotten by time.

      It felt good, at first, to rest. To lay my head down and un-remember, to let my soul mend the injury done to it, knit the cuts and nurse the bruises. Floating in a sea of stars, I let the darkness claim me, and I slept.

      For a while.

      Perhaps I should have fallen into that endless respite. The darkness put pressure on me when I grew restless; the universe itself, or whatever power held me, wanted me to stop fighting—but as my body became stronger, my will, my self-sense, blossomed like a moonflower.

      Suddenly, my cocoon was gone. The endless darkness was dashed away, and there were only flames.

      All around me, the walls of the fort at Fraochgleann were crumbling to ash, collapsing and spitting embers as bright and deep a red as blood. For a moment, I remained paralyzed, my very personhood choked out by these ravenous flames and their thick slate smoke.

      Then, a baby’s shriek erupted from somewhere nearby, and my body sprang into motion.

      I followed the sound without thinking, without anything, driven only by the aching dread in my heart, a sensation so utterly real that it did not occur to me this could be a nightmare. I’d been here before; of course I was here again. Everything was spirals.

      Just as I reached the baby’s cries, they jumped to another, further location. With a heaving gasp, I followed.

      I escaped a narrow alley and emerged into a familiar thoroughfare. The blacksmith, the farrier, the baker, some barracks, a gambling house, they were all where I remembered them. But⁠—

      The thoroughfare was so much longer than it should be. The foreign cobbled roads stretched for miles and miles in either direction, lined with buildings, some two, even three stories. My soul itself seemed to lodge in my throat, shivering violently. I looked for some reassurance that I was seeing things, that it was an illusion, but no matter where I turned, the fire was all-consuming. The baby’s cries surrounded me.

      Finally, I ran for the praetorium. There, standing at the front gates of the palatial complex, were two figures, a man and a boy. The boy was nearly indistinct, obscured by smoke.

      But the man.

      I knew that man. Dark brown curls fell carelessly over his forehead, and a cruel brow shadowed his eyes. Left, blue. Right, brown.

      Lucastos. Lucastos. Lucastos. The word reverberated in my mind.

      Whose name was that?

      Reality bled into the nightmare, smudging it. My cocoon was suffocating me as surely as this smoke. I tore at it with my claws, eager to be free of its strangling grasp.

      I was back. I was strong. Stronger than the person I’d been before could possibly comprehend. And there was someone, something to save. People I’d left behind who were counting on me. That much I knew, even as I struggled in vain to remember who and what.

      Then—

      Hands. Hands on me, thrumming with lunar power so ancient and practiced that it overwhelmed mine.

      “A traumatic remaking,” said a voice, familiar in a way that not even life itself was familiar to me. Even my own soul felt like a stranger compared to this person. “It was never meant to be like this … never. Take her to her room.” Then, so close I felt the words in the marrow of my ribs: “You are not yet ready to rise, Ashling. You must stay sleeping.”

      I raged against that notion—raged against the dying of the light behind my half-formed eyelids—raged against the smothering darkness—raged against the forgetfulness, the balm, the cleansing waters.

      Éire. Nephew. Drusilla. Gaius. My clan…

      I could not see, did not know if I even had eyes to open—but I felt him draw my hand to his chest. Beneath my palm was the rough, serrated edge of gnarled bark. Like the scarred knot of a tree. My fingertips twitched as a soulbound throbbing tickled them, a sensation that came from my being as much as it came from his.

      The riptide of sleep pulled me under, but I fought, every muscle straining against the dark waters. For so long I struggled, snarling, thrashing, clawing my way toward the light.

      Until, finally, I broke the surface.

      After what might have been an eternity in dimly lit nothingness, even the gentle sight of the bedroom ceiling, a canopy of drifting stars, sent a jolt of adrenaline through my system. My pupils constricted painfully. For the first time in I didn’t even know how long, I drew a breath into my lungs.

      The sharp stab that came with it launched me upright.

      The room spun, a haze of opalescent marble and lilac-stained wood. Then, as the bedchamber around me came abruptly into focus, a bizarre discomfort I could not even begin to describe pricked at my fingertips, and an ache bloomed in my gums. My own scent mingling with the night air was so distinct and pungent I became immediately nauseous. A creaky gasp juddered its way up my dry throat.

      I existed.

      I was awake.

      I was⁠—

      I can be felt but not held, I thrive where hearts dwell. I’m the opposite of stillness, and the absence of farewell. What am I?

      —alive.

      For how long had I thrashed against the bonds of Death and clawed for the privilege of living again? Yet now that I was here, with air in my lungs and blood hissing through my veins…

      I hated it. Hated it. The stars above me and the sconces surrounding me, the leaves rustling outside my arched windows, the scent of the breeze and of the linens and of myself⁠—

      I opened my mouth, but all I could do was scream.

      It was a guttural, desperate scream. Animal. And unstoppable as I staggered out of bed, crashing to my hands and knees with silken sheets caught up around my legs.

      My vision pounded hard. I stared at … they couldn’t be my hands. The skin, covered with a glimmering sheen of sweat, was nearly the same color as the lilac floorboards beneath me, and from the nail-beds protruded hard, black claws that dug into the wood.

      I tried to lift my hand, to find some way out, but one of the purple ones lifted instead.

      Another scream left me, this one more strangled. I wheeled my arms, grabbing anything in reach and dragging myself to my feet. The room spun again, and the only thing I could do to assuage the panic seizing my limbs was to throw the nearest object within reach.

      A primal grunt tore from my chest as I did; a finely carved end table soared over the unmade bed and splintered against one of the windowsills. Horrifically hot breath sawed in and out of my lungs.

      A sound of horror, this one not my own, snapped my attention to the chamber’s doorway. The world was moving too quickly and in slow motion all at once, time dilating and constricting, my vision throbbing and refocusing. All I could understand was that someone stood before me—not him but another—and that they reached for me.

      “No!” It was more a wail than a word as I thrashed, pushing their arms away. A mere brush of their fingertips felt like fire skating across my flesh. “Don’t touch me!”

      The next moment, I had lurched past them into a hall filled with the sickening perfume of night air and magic. My stomach churned. I staggered. But there was no time to find my footing.

      Have to leave. Have to get out of this place. Have to find my body. Have to find me.

      The only thing that registered, then, in a sea of unfamiliar corridors and overwhelming scents and sounds, was one voice.

      His voice, commanding and full of influence, echoing behind me. “Princess Ashling.”

      But even his voice, attuned to my heart as it was, could not stop me. In fact, as I fled, I fled from him. I needed to be rid of everything, including him. Like before.

      Forgetting. Forgetting had been so much easier.

      My bare feet slapped against the polished moonstone floors. Strange beings made way, gaping as I screamed for them to leave me alone. In an effort to put as much distance between us as possible, I ran straight into a wall, and ricocheted off. That bizarre ache in my gums and fingertips erupted again. I scratched at my eyes only to uncover my face and see one of the beings mouthing something. Trying to speak to me.

      “Don’t touch me! Don’t look at me!” That demonic sound was not my voice. That was not my voice.

      With a final whimper, I tore past, out the nearest door and through bushes of blooming jasmine and foamflower.

      The forest. I needed to return to the forest.

      My legs were not strong enough to hold me, but each time I fell, I pushed myself up from the moss, propelled forward by momentum alone. I ran nearly on all fours, grunting and panting, my tongue sour with blood. The endless grove around me became denser, the trees thicker and more ancient.

      Even so, I ran.

      I ran until the silken blue of the leaves and moss turned to emerald, until mist lashed at my ankles and the wind whispered mournfully in my ears, like the very air itself wanted me to turn back.

      Eventually, my feet dragged.

      Somewhere in the distance, something that sounded like a loon—or perhaps it was a woman’s voice—called ooo-ooooo. Beyond the birds and the wind, the silence was oppressive. Heavy. The forest felt less like the sanctuary of the Underland and more like the wilds of my home.

      Home?

      Home—

      
        
        Curly willow branches, woven into an archway and crowned with stag’s antlers. Formidable palisades encompassing the village. Heather and meadow-grass, hard-packed earthen paths lined with stones and posts. Men, women, and children. A hillside lit up with bonfires…

      

      

      Held captive by the memory, I did not notice the terrain change around me. I slipped on a bed of clay and fell to my knees at the edge of a sparkling black stream. A pitiful moan escaped me as pain spiked through my palms. Pain … this body was not used to pain…

      A flash in the endless waters caught my eye. A bright white thread, trembling like heather in the breeze. Trembling like⁠—

      Me.

      My breath seized. Many of those same threads, silvered in the pale moonlight, framed my vision.

      With renewed panic, I lurched forward as if I could chase the ghostly reflection away, but she came at me with just as much fervor, and suddenly, I was face to face with a stranger.

      Her nose, the shape of her jaw, her mouth … they were mine. Even the shape of her hands, the tilt of her brow, and the curl in her hair were mine. Yet the cast of her face was like pressed glass, too perfect, too smooth, too symmetrical. She was no human, her eyes colorless orbs; her hair white as Death; her skin a pale, glistening lavender.

      Fae. Through and through.

      The only thing that broke this illusion of perfection was also the hardest to miss. Starting from her opalescent eyes, down her purple cheeks to her smooth, unscarred chin were dark streaks. Black tendrils tattooed on her face. As though the stains of constant, corrosive tears had branded her skin and would never wash out.

      I raised a hand to wipe at the marks, but no amount of rubbing made a difference. My lips parted, and I froze. Fangs. I had little fangs, and in my distress, they grew longer.

      In the same moment, that horrific ache began in my gums again, and my nail beds prickled. Those hard, black claws were back.

      I shook and wept and staggered to my feet, desperate to get away from the reflection in the stream. I only made it to a nearby copse of trees before my legs gave out once more.

      Sobbing breathlessly, I lay on my side in the mossy little cradle of forgotten earth. A vivid recollection of a doe I’d once killed sprang into my mind, her azure tail as bright in my memory as if I’d just seen it. Like her, I was pierced, pinned to the forest floor.

      But whose divine arrow had struck me down? Could they have hunted any creature, or was it destined to be me? Who was stewarding me?

      How could I get them to stop?

      I curled into a tight ball, and though I did not close my eyes, I did not see, either. The rise and fall of my bare flank and the feeling of my lungs stretching my rib cage were the only things of which I remained aware.

      Until a glassy jade moth fluttered into my field of view and perched on my bare knee.

      Then another. And another, until I was nearly blanketed by the creatures. Perhaps more and more would come until I was buried by them. Perhaps I’d disappear until even the moon goddess forgot about me, and then I’d finally, finally feel some peace.

      Even as I wished for it, I knew it was not right. There was something waiting for me, somewhere. A war I had left behind, and loved ones. But goddess, it hurt to think…

      At length, a strange vibration tickled my senses, soon accompanied by a rhythmic drum beat. No, not a drum beat, footsteps.

      No. Not footsteps.

      Hoofbeats.

      My heart beat in absolute time with the rhythm until its pattern was my whole world.

      When Hiberos finally emerged from the fog, he barely had to scan the grove before his eyes landed upon me. Though I was not facing him, I sensed his movements as keenly as if I were watching them from outside my body. If this could be called my body.

      A sigh part relief and part pity left him as he approached my curled form. Though his movements had lost a bit of their creakiness, he smelled the same as I remembered: blackberries and magic and sun-warmed earth. Even here, in the deep forest, with my cheek pressed to the moss, his scent was distinct.

      The grove was silent save for my ragged breathing. Even the birds were still, and the silence remained unbroken as Hiberos sighed once more and sank into the moss behind me. It took a moment; for a being as large as he was, settling down was an ordeal with its fair share of thumping and grunting. Without moving me an inch, he tucked himself in close, wrapping one long arm round my waist with the other arcing over the crown of my head.

      The kiss of his bark hide against my bare flesh was not quite so rough as I remembered it being.

      New, fatter tears sprang to my eyes. I wanted to protest and push him away, wanted to scream at him not to touch me like I had the others. But it was utterly impossible. I was spent. And even if I hadn’t been, the touch of his magic against my burgeoning personhood calmed me in a way I would never have thought possible.

      I wept, and he held me, humming deep in his chest. The sound rumbled through me, bringing a peace that was completely incongruous with my inner chaos. It wasn’t until I noticed a blueish light emanating from his hands that I realized he was using magic on me. He raised his fingertips to my chest and rubbed my breast bone, and my heart slowed.

      My panting slowed along with it, the jagged gasps and tears dissolving into shaky, but even, breaths.

      Beyond base instinct the majority of my life was a fog, but vaguely, I remembered him. For so long, he’d been totally out of my reach, no matter how much I secretly wished he would stay and care for me. The arbiter of my trials. A mythical figure. A heartache and a mystery rolled into one. To have him this close now, to be cradled in his arms in the moss, was … surreal.

      Was I still sleeping somehow?

      It began to rain, a calm, misty shower. What fell on us from the boughs of the trees above soothed the raging heat in my forehead, and even as my entire being relaxed and cooled, I shivered only with pleasure. My time in the earthen cavern beneath the yew tree, after Hiberos had saved me from … from … something I could not recall, came to mind.

      Two sets of memories, one human and one fae, warred for dominance, though both were too jumbled and incomplete to claim victory for very long.

      My heart dared to speed again, its rhythm strange and galloping, but was quickly numbed by the blue magic. Desperate to wet my parched mouth, I buried my face in the moss and sucked on it. It did little to slake my thirst, but still I swallowed and went limp.

      At length, Hiberos spoke, his voice as deep as it was ancient.

      “It has been a thousand years since last I held you.”

      You. He must know who I was. Perhaps he could tell me, for I certainly had no idea. This terrifying existence into which I’d been born seemed bearable only here, now, in his arms.

      I wriggled, turning until I was face to face with the gnarled, scarred knot over his heart. As I skimmed my fingertips across the deep grooves of it, my life force itself seemed to pulse. I felt his heartbeat not through his chest but through me.

      Ever as before, my soul felt drawn to his. This was so much like one of my dreams that, again, I was convinced I would wake up any moment.

      “I can’t make sense of … any of it,” I whispered.

      “Tell me what you can’t make sense of.”

      “What came before.”

      He chuckled and smoothed a hand over my hair. “Many, many eons have come before this moment, my rose. You might have to be more specific.”

      I tucked my face into the bark of his underarm and sighed. It smelled of cedar there. “Stop playing games with me, Hiberos. Do not make me explain myself. I can’t spar with you now.”

      “Your life as Mave?” he muttered.

      Mave. That name almost felt like mine, but not quite. My tall, sharp ears pricked up and flicked—a very strange new sensation.

      “Or,” he tried after a beat, “your life as Ashling, before it all happened … before you left the Lunar Kingdom?”

      Ashling certainly did not feel like my name, either. Were it not for him pumping his calming magic into me, these revelations would no doubt have sent me into another panicked fit.

      “All of it,” I replied weakly. “It’s all … all of it … all shuffled up and turned around. What happened when and why … I can’t…”

      Gently, Hiberos shushed me. And then he said the five most alarming words I’d ever heard from him.

      “Then stop thinking about it.”

      I snapped my head up to stare at him. The slender, gray planes of his face were awash with blue moonlight, just as they had been when he’d visited me in the attic I barely remembered. Yet, rather than the mischievous, arch demeanor I associated with him, now he only exuded a profound exhaustion—and, if I peeled back a layer, something like … frustration? Anger? Something far too tense and tangled to be prodded.

      Regardless, I was in no position to be prodding anything. Even a response eluded me, though every fiber of my being screamed at how wicked and unfair stop thinking about it sounded.

      Wait. What did he want me to stop thinking about? Memory slipped through my fingers like water…

      As we lay in silence, his immense heat warmed me, but soon, the light misting turned to rain, and I shifted restlessly. This was supposed to be a land without pain, but I was cold and racked with aches; a sense that I should not be lying here, that there was some urgent business I must attend, haunted me. Yet, I hadn’t the strength to do anything but squirm in Hiberos’s arms until he realized I was agitated.

      He propped himself up on one knobby elbow, and I shifted onto my back slightly so we were face to face with him hovering over me. The color of his hide was more lifelike than ever before, though it still resembled driftwood more than the bark of a powerful, healthy tree. Tarnished blond hair fell all around his face, brushing my bare shoulders and cheeks. His gaze was half-lidded, his lips parted as he took me in like any moment may be our last together.

      In my last life, he had flirted with me in his obnoxious way, but this … this moment resembled those dreams of my faceless lover.

      I felt loved.

      No, not merely loved. Cherished. Sacred. Seen, and utterly understood.

      Despite everything, despite the fact that he was essentially a stranger and despite the anxiety twisting my soul, my pulse raged, my skin prickling with the desire to feel him pressed to me. Perhaps we could stay out here for a while and explore each other. Teach and relearn.

      But in the end, that restlessness would not allow it. “We should go back. I…” I winced. “I feel as though there’s someone I need to speak to…”

      “You want to go back?”

      “I … is there any other choice?”

      He considered the trees around us, and I caught a wistful glint in his moonstone eyes. “I suppose not, when you get to the heart of the question. Still. I’d…”

      Here he cut himself off, but somehow, through some unspoken, unnamed bond, I sensed how he wished to end the sentence: I’d lie here with you for centuries.

      He wanted to say it. I could see it in his eyes, and unlike before, he made very little effort to conceal his emotions. In fact, the way he looked at me … it occurred to me he may know that I knew, see that I saw.

      So why did he not speak?

      Why did I want him to?

      Instead, he rose from the moss with a weary groan, his limbs creaking as he stretched them. He offered a hand and pulled me more than I stood up, encouraging me to lean into his frame as steady as a real tree. The eclipse of moths fluttered after us as we navigated the roots and deadfall and found the abandoned road again. I was as naked and shaky on my legs as a newborn foal.

      It wasn’t long before the mist clinging to our heels parted and the endless grove surrounding the Lunar Kingdom unfurled before us. Trees as large and grand as any bilé stood sentinel over the land, covered in outsized mushrooms, blanketed with sapphire moss, and harboring a million strange little creatures in their boughs. Wisps twinkled and bobbed around us, following us curiously. A half mile on, palace spires rose up through the trees, glistening like dew in the moonlight.

      Yet as we walked and the numbing magic wore off, all this beauty did nothing to allay that deep, hungering dread, so dark and bottomless that⁠—

      My stomach squeezed painfully, as if a giant was pinching my middle between its thumb and forefinger. Then it rumbled so loud that Hiberos stopped walking and looked at me.

      “What on earth was that noise?” he asked, his ears flapping.

      I stared for a moment before answering. “I’m hungry. My stomach is rumbling because I’m hungry.”

      He was an educated old goat—long evenings in the libraries with him, poring over ancient texts, reciting names and dates; I remembered unraveling his personal scrolls and finding the symbology and alphabets of cultures so long-dead and obscure that I could never in a thousand years imagine their origin. Yet, my meaning seemed to elude him.

      “I need food to eat,” I said, shaking off the flashes of a life before this one.

      Pressing his mouth into a grim line, he continued to lead me onward.

      “You know what hunger is, Hiberos. You aren’t half as stupid as you look,” I managed.

      He did not take the bait of my half-hearted quip. “Yes, I know what hunger is,” he agreed solemnly. “But I did not expect y—” He shook his head, cutting himself off. “It matters little now. Inside the palace, we can make you more comfortable.”

      I remained uncertain of that.

      Nonetheless, as we approached the palace, I got a better look at it—indeed, at the Lunar Kingdom in its entirety. The sunken paradise, overshadowed by a ridge of iridescent stone, was laid out in a spiral that spread out and up in tiers. Every tier was supported by enormous pillars wound with stairwells. The city shimmered in the dusk’s thin light, its peaked houses painted in cool, calming tones, its shops and thoroughfares canopied by silks. Grand promenades wove in and out of gardens, around enormous water features, into hedge mazes; lanterns bobbed, plants glowed, and bright crystals lit walkways milling with lunar fae. The palace itself towered over all else, a behemoth of glass and silver breaching the threshold of the hollow and soaring into the sky.

      From one of the upper echelons of the palace, a bridge stretched, connected to the edge of the crater. It was not the same bridge I had sprinted across, but this one was opalescent, too, its pilasters crawling with fragrant night-blooming vines. Fae had gathered en masse as close to the surface as they dared, but the crowds receded when they saw us coming.

      No being dared to approach us but one: a tall Guardian, of different coloring and with different superficial features than Hiberos but nonetheless clearly of the same folk, met us halfway. I did not bother to cover my nudity. Perhaps I’d be more concerned if I wasn’t so exhausted, or perhaps the fae part of me simply did not care. Either way, I simply stared at her.

      Yes, it was a her. Though her frame did not differ from that of Hiberos and she bore an impressive set of horns, this Guardian was a woman. Unlike Hiberos’s withered gray and brown tones, her healthy bark hide and fur had a lilac cast to it, and her eyes were liquid silver.

      “Your Highness,” she said, then nodded to Hiberos. “Brother.”

      Brother? I looked to Hiberos for his reaction, but his expression was unreadable again. “Where are Orlaith and Erivon?”

      “Awaiting you in their garden. I suggest you make haste to meet them. The queen is growing impatient.”

      Something unspoken seemed to pass between them, and without another word, we departed in the same instant, the female Guardian going to dispel the remaining crowd while Hiberos led me into the palace.

      I murmured into his underarm, “Who is she?”

      But his only reply was, “We’ll speak about this later. Come. Queen Orlaith is waiting for you.”
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      I was a bit more lucid, but still, the full reality of my situation—exactly who I had been and exactly what I had left behind—had not hit me. As Hiberos led me inside, I took in my surroundings. The palace was a maze of acutely arched doorways and vaulted ceilings, a mixture of promenade, garden, temple, and library, the largest rooms of which featured floating platforms and bridges whose position shifted with the slant of the moonlight. Moonlight…

      I craned my neck one way, then the other, and Hiberos looked down at me. “Hm?”

      “Where is the moon?”

      “What?”

      “The moon. There’s no moon in the sky, so where is that light coming from?”

      “Of course the first question you pose about this place is a classic philosophical conundrum.” He gave a bittersweet smile as he ushered me into a nearby room. “There are several theories, but the short answer is that no one can be certain. This realm still holds a few mysteries, even for me. The same way earthly scholars have not unraveled every secret about their world. I’d be happy to expound once you are settled in, but I have a feeling you’ll have more … pressing questions. Come.”

      This room was filled with comfortable chairs, cushions, and a writing desk, but he led me past all these into the next. It took me a moment to realize that we had gone quite deep into the palace and now stood in the bedchamber I’d escaped earlier. Most everything within the room was the same muted shade of lilac, from the wood floors to the bell flower lamps to the diaphanous curtains surrounding the bed. The only deviation was a splash of dark green here and there: a blanket folded at the foot of the bed, a bookshelf lined with spongy moss, marbled broadleaf vines curling in from planters just outside the windows.

      Without warning, the image tilted.

      
        
        With a flick of my wrist, I drew water to my fingertips—dew that had caught in the branches of the small trees growing in the palace gardens. A grin came to my face. It was Hiberos’s latest lesson: mastering elements of the Underland, such as water, by harnessing the latent lunar magic within them. I released the dew, letting it patter to the broadleaf vines below. For thousands of years, I’d been nurturing them; they had long since reached the promenade stretching below my window, and been wrapped round and round pillars.

        “Well done,” said a voice behind me. I jumped to see my tutor standing there, accompanied as always by his moths. His dark-gold hair and oaken skin offered a lovely contrast to our surroundings.

        My cheeks heated, and I prayed to Mother Moon that he did not notice the shift in my color. “Hiberos! I didn’t expect to see you … here.”

        He glanced briefly about the room, but his moonstone eyes did not leave mine for long. “Apologies, my princess. Should I leave?”

        “No,” I said rather too quickly, turning and stepping forward—but I stopped short upon realizing I had no reason to approach.

        We stood before each other with a small gulf between us, yet it felt as though we were mere inches apart. I pressed a hand to my chest to keep my breath under control, a feat that was becoming increasingly more difficult when he was near.

        I had come into existence fully formed, a woman already, and in all that time, Hiberos had been Erivon’s close friend and adviser. We had not been close. In fact, his attitude put me off for quite a while, always serious unless there was a joke to be made at my expense.

        Then, in the last century, he had become my tutor. For many hours a day, we studied magic, botany, dead languages, long-lost cultures, poetry from our realm and others, anything I showed interest in. I’d quickly come to know him as patient and kind; now I understood those jokes were his way of showing affection … that he had liked me for quite some time.

        Alas, he surely did not like me the way I liked him.

        “Did you need something?” I asked finally, clasping my hands, worrying the rings on my fingers.

        He cleared his throat, folding his hands behind his back. “Ah. Indeed. I … yes. I wished to ask if you’d join me on the grand promenade tonight, for the Leylight Festival.”

        Surely, he wasn’t— “I had planned to go…”

        Hiberos nodded, paused, then clarified, “But would you go with me?”

      

      

      “Ashling?”

      Hiberos’s voice drew me out of the memory with a gasp, and I scrubbed one of my new, slender hands over my eyes. “I … nothing. Nothing.”

      The Guardian thinned his already thin lips and narrowed his eyes, but he simply guided me to sit on the edge of the bed.

      He turned away and, using a spark of magic, opened a hidden door in the wall. Within the tall cubby were columns and columns of shimmering material in shades of white, jade, blush, and wisteria. Gowns, I realized as he extracted one from the bunch, handling it so carefully the motion could be called reverent.

      He came to my side, towering over me, and as he laid the dress out beside me, he spoke softly. “It’s been a millennium since you wore this. This one was your favored.”

      The gown was made of spider silk so fine that each layer of fabric was sheer, but as long as I didn’t fall into a pond, the volume of it altogether would cover my nakedness. The color sat somewhere between light jade and silver, shifting hue in the moonlight pouring through the windows. The bodice was decorated with leather plates the color of moon moths, segmented like their underbellies would be, trimmed with long crystal beads. I couldn’t help but reach out and touch it, fascinated by this clothing the likes of which I’d seen only in visions. Despite its excessive ornamentation, the lining was soft, and I felt that the bodice would be snug but not restrictive.

      I looked up at Hiberos, catching on his face a familiar wistful gaze. “The last time I saw you wear this—” He stopped abruptly and exhaled through his nose, eyes drifting from my face to the dress. “No matter. Eventually, you will remember, surely. Let us get you dressed.”

      I stood up. Right. Orlaith was waiting for me. Eytine. My heart lurched into my throat as I finally, fully made the connection through the mind fog.

      My sister.

      Her harried glance toward the big house, her shout, the cascade of blood down her front.

      Finally, after all I had sacrificed, after all the pain and grief and emptiness and cold, we’d be together again. After so long.

      Hiberos prompted me to lift my arms, and I did, eager to speed the process along. “Did Eytine remember everything when she came to?”

      “Yes. But your healing process was different than Eytine’s—Orlaith’s.”

      “How?”

      He pulled the dress over my head and bent elegantly to arrange the skirts to his liking. “Yours took longer, to begin with.”

      “Why?”

      Here he paused, as if trying to determine how much he should tell me. My skin prickled at the thought that he might be keeping secrets, but before I could demand the truth, he pulled on the laces of my bodice, and the sudden tug threw me off guard. “You kept waking up,” he said at last, his rough fingers whispering against the silken ribbons as he tied them. “Kept … ejecting yourself from the healing cocoon in which you rested. You did so four times before we finally transferred you to this bed and hoped for the best.”

      “Ejecting myself.”

      I could only just barely remember how frantically I had fought against the peace and apathy the darkness tried to feed me. If I thought hard, I could almost remember clawing my way out, then being soothed by⁠—

      “I died,” I muttered. Memories came out of order regardless of timeline or importance, as though I was collecting a string of pearls that had snapped and scattered to the floor. “Eytine died. How⁠—”

      Hiberos finished tying my bodice, and in the same moment, I pulled away. There were more important things than my appearance. This horror blossoming in my chest … the feeling—no, the certainty that I had forgotten something of dire importance…

      Hastily, I turned. “Take me to see my sister.”
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      We ascended the spire by a glass staircase, which wound in and out of the palace walls and truly made me feel like I was walking on air. The gentle nighttime breeze played with my curls. While standing on one of the outdoor portions, I drifted to the edge of one of the broad steps. There was no handrail, yet the deep-stomach sensation of looking down from great heights was absent, my stance firm and my body steady.

      In my periphery, Hiberos slowed ahead of me and turned, watching me survey the valleys and groves below. They stretched on for what seemed like forever. And then⁠—

      Just there, at the very edge. It must be miles and miles from here, but these eyes saw much more keenly than my human ones. The skeletal remains of … something.

      It appeared quite small, but its relative size must be enormous. Very tall, rectangular. Some sort of tower? The thinnest golden sliver of the sun over the ever-dusk horizon peered through the gargantuan structure’s ribs, casting it in stark shadow. A thick white fog rose around the skeleton, but there were others, smaller but nonetheless recognizable as the same make.

      “What is that?” I murmured, pushing curls from my eyes.

      “The horizon,” replied Hiberos. “That orange fire is the only glimpse you will see of the sun in the Underland.”

      “No. That.” I stabbed a clawed finger toward the mystery silhouettes, and Hiberos came to stand behind me.

      He was silent for so long I thought he might not answer at all. Then, finally, he said, “I … have no idea.”

      “You haven’t seen them before?”

      “No.” He sounded genuine, as confused by this revelation as he was alarmed by the silhouettes’ sudden existence. Another moment of heavy silence passed. “They look like … towers, or buildings of some sort.” He started to add something else but stopped.

      I recalled the Guardians were not just protectors but lorekeepers. Teachers. If they did not completely understand everything related to the Underland, Mother Moon, and the Lunar Kingdom, they should at least be aware of its existence. This was not the way he’d acted when asked about the moonless moonlight.

      “We should speak to the king and queen about it, as soon as possible.” His tone brooked no argument as he turned and started up the steps again, so I followed.

      When finally we reached the last public level of the spire, we passed a pair of vibrantly colored Guardians and crossed a bridge into a terrace garden. It was hemmed with arcades, their pillars hewn of gleaming opal, and filled with statues so lifelike I almost mistook them for fae. The garden was as much water as it was plant, half sparkling fountains and half flowering bushes.

      “Through here,” Hiberos addressed the air distractedly, ducking under a canopy of fever poppies into a path hidden by the bushes around it.

      The path soon led to an open clearing, where, in the middle of a small pond, sheltered by silvery weeping willows, sat an island only large enough to hold the appointments of a sitting room. There was no pavilion, no walls, only plush lounges, chairs, and a low, dark-wood table laden with a mass of scrolls.

      And on one of the lounges, hands folded in her lap, sat Eytine.

      Not a human Eytine. I’d seen Orlaith in visions before and knew to expect this, yet somehow it still shocked me. Her mane of silky white hair was intricately piled and braided. Her irises were white, too, and her skin was more or less the color of my dress, a cloudy seafoam. But still, she had my sister’s face.

      The last time I had seen that face with my own eyes was … Lady only knew how long ago, marred with blood and dirt, expression slack as she was run through.

      My mind recoiled from that memory, bile churning in my stomach.

      She was here.

      Eytine was here.

      When she saw me, she stood, a pair of moth’s wings appearing behind her like a fan flicked open. “My Ashling!”

      That was my sister’s voice, too, raw with such unguarded emotion that, despite everything, I nearly turned and ran from it.

      “Eytine.”

      With no regard for the stepping stones leading across the pond, I sprinted through the water, tossing it up in great spouts around me. She met me halfway. I slammed into her first, throwing my arms around her with enough force that we fell into the water still clutched in an embrace.

      Thankfully, the water was shallow enough that Eytine was not even fully submerged, but she hardly seemed to notice regardless, squeezing me tight to her chest and peppering my head with kisses.

      “I missed you,” I whimpered, real tears joining the ones branded into my face.

      “I waited for you,” she replied.
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      …She smelled different.

      I tried to ignore the prickle at the back of my neck as we untangled our limbs and helped each other to our feet. Both our gowns were dripping. The dark sapphire silk of hers hid her body adequately, but my sheer dress now bared all, my nipples peaked in the cool air.

      Still, even as my cheeks became hot with lingering human shame, no one glanced awkwardly away or chastised me. Eytine simply took my hand and led me to the flagstone-paved island, crying out gleefully for her husband.

      I was placed in front of a tall, dark fae. I’d seen his face only in dreams, and so it took me a moment to recognize him. This was my sister’s husband, the Moon King, Erivon.

      He was tall and slender, with deep teal skin and almond-shaped eyes that glowed with a curious, ultra-violet luminosity like black pearls. Upon closer inspection, his long sheets of alabaster hair were made of a hundred little braids cuffed with ebony and silver jewelry. His ears and the septum of his broad, soft nose were pierced with silver crescent moons. When he took my hand in his, a blindingly white smile parted his full lips, his face shining with happy awe.

      “Sister,” he said, squeezing my hand. “You’ve returned. You have finally returned.”

      “I have,” I confirmed uncertainly. I could hardly remember him, but my instincts told me he was good. That he was a true ally.

      “Please, come sit.” He swept his arm toward the sitting area behind him. “You are no doubt still shaky on your new legs.”

      Gripping my arm tightly, Eytine led me to one of the lounges and eased me down. I couldn’t help but stare at our entwined hands, mine and hers, lavender and seafoam. Her skin swirled with shimmery tattoos that seemed to disappear at certain angles.

      
        
        “So beautiful,” I remarked, admiring the shifting tattoos on her shoulders. Brushing, braiding, and pinning Orlaith’s hair sometimes took hours, and the moon moths deserved a break, so here I was.

        She glanced over her shoulder with a smile. “They look beautiful now, but would not be so beautiful in battle.”

        “Battle?” I asked incredulously.

        “I’ve never had to use them, of course. But if ever I did…”

        “That sounds like a threat, my queen.”

        Orlaith threw her head back and laughed. “Merely a warning for any covetous handmaids … or sisters.”

      

      

      I swallowed hard and blinked at her. She’d said something, but I hadn’t heard. “What?”

      “I said, it’s so good to see you up and well, my Ashling.”

      My enhanced nose caught a scent, and casting about, I spotted a tray sitting at the end of the finely carved table before me, laden with strange food and drink. Nothing I had ever eaten as Mave, that was certain. The sight, paired with its sweet aroma, made my stomach wail loudly.

      And it was that—not the fact that my garments were now see-through, not the fact that I had tackled the queen, not the fact that I had run from the palace on all fours—that finally drew the disdain of the fae.

      They surely did not mean to look at me the way they did, but before any of them could school their expressions, I saw: Erivon, frowning, lips parted as though I’d just insulted his mother; Eytine, brows raised in shock and bewilderment; and finally, Hiberos, his jaw tight and his gaze filled with something darker than dread.

      I was confused, so confused, as the silence stretched on. Even if I knew what was so offensive about my stomach growling, it had been an involuntary reaction. Yet still shame crept in. I wrapped my arms around my middle and covered my mouth, trying to keep my throbbing canines and salivation hidden.

      It was Hiberos who finally broke the silence. “She’s hungry.” And he must have shouldered past both the king and my sister, for suddenly he stood at my right hand, offering me one of the ripe purple fruits from the tray. “Eat.”

      I took the fruit, sparing him what I hoped was a grateful look, and bit into it. The flesh broke easily, and the juice that filled my mouth was unlike anything I’d ever tasted before; heavenly, more flavorful and satisfying than any plum or peach. It was so delicious and I was so starved that even the weight of the king and queen’s stares did not stop me from slurping the excess nectar and taking another huge, ravenous bite.

      “Send for more food.” Hiberos spoke almost tersely to Erivon, yet he seemed to take no issue with it the way an earthly king would. He simply turned to a fluffy white moth perched on a nearby bush, whispered something, and sent it on its way.

      By the time more food came—farro and crozier greens with a dark berry sauce—I had cleared the entire tray of fruit. The farro was eaten with a pronged utensil, hewn from silver and carved with myriad swirls and swashes. It took me a moment to figure out how to hold it sustainably in my clawed hand.

      Eytine settled near me, her movements slow and calculated as though I were an animal in danger of being spooked. “Your body is still acclimating to this place,” she said softly, brushing her fingers over my shoulder and down my arm. “Such hunger.”

      Her touch gave me goosebumps, but for now, I ate until my stomach hurt and then some.

      It wasn’t until Hiberos laid a hand on my shoulder and murmured, “Breathe, Ashling, breathe,” that I realized just how single-minded I had become.

      Putting my utensil down, I stopped and drew in a deep, shaky breath. Perhaps I should have apologized for my behavior, but I did not have the will even for that. Everything ached, and I was so tired.

      Why, in a land devoid of pain and hunger, was I an exception to the rule?

      By now, Erivon had come to sit across from Eytine and I. “Steady on, sister,” said he, mustering an encouraging smile. “You must be terribly disoriented.”

      I nodded, slumping heavily into Eytine. My sister. With my sister again at last.

      She brushed a lock of hair behind my tall ear. “Ask us any question you desire. We will help in any way we can.”

      I looked into their shining pearl eyes and saw their concern. Saw their love for me. But I saw no answers.

      Before I could puzzle out what to say, Hiberos spoke. “She hasn’t the energy to interrogate you, I believe, even if she knew what to ask. Best we let it rest.”

      What he’d said in the wilds returned to me. Stop thinking about it. I shivered. “No, please. I want to talk about it. I want to remember.”

      Eytine and Erivon exchanged a look, and the king nodded, leaning back with one knee crossed over the other and his arm stretched casually over the back of the sofa. “At the beginning, then. Ashling, do you remember the Moon Gates? Do you remember why they were erected?”

      I closed my eyes and delved as deep into my mind as I could bear. “Orlaith,” I said on a gasp, “Orlaith and Ashling … left. They—we left the Underland, and…” I turned to look into my sister’s sad eyes. They were no longer her distinct forest-green. “We couldn’t find our way back. There was no way back. And then you, Erivon, you created the gates so we could return.”

      “But we died before we could,” Eytine finished for me. “We died never knowing our people searched for us. And the spiral began and spun on and on … until, finally, the Gate called us home.”

      I looked down at myself, at my hands, so unfamiliar. “The Gate called to me, and I won Hiberos’s trials, and … I died again. Now I … I’m … changed.”

      “Yes. Death is not a simple thing to heal from,” she said. “We were brought here to reconstitute and emerge as our true selves. As Orlaith and Ashling.”

      Our true selves. As if all Mave and Eytine had gone through was a lie. An unfortunate mistake.

      Stop thinking about it.

      Death. Just how I had died didn’t matter—at least, that’s what I tried desperately to tell myself.

      Stop thinking about it.

      There was little I could do to change what had already transpired. But then why did I feel this deep rage?

      Despite all good sense, I reached into myself and touched that little bud of fury. It blossomed with violence, its petals and thorns bursting forth.

      Screams of terror, of agony, leapt up around me. Night had fallen like a thick, black blanket above my head—no … that wasn’t night. It was smoke.

      I choked as I turned and beheld the entrance to my village. The shadow of the stag antlers wound into the willow arch stretched, reaching for me like entreating claws.

      Another scream tore through my mind, and I turned again, hacking on the smoke. Suddenly, surrounding me were a thousand gray bodies nailed to wooden crosses, their jaws open against their chests as they howled. Then the crosses were trees, and weaving through them came the starving dog in the white cloak, one eye blue, one eye black. In his right hand, he held a bloody sword; in his left arm…

      He cradled a baby.

      The baby’s cries followed me back to the Underland, where I was on my knees next to a toppled table, gulping air into my spasming lungs.

      Downy feathers floated round my head, pouring from the sofa cushion my claws were currently stuck in. They were only unstuck when Eytine and Hiberos fell to their knees beside me, gathering me to my feet.

      “The baby.” There was that demonic voice again, the one that could not be mine. “The baby…”

      How could I have forgotten? All at once, a flood of memories assaulted me: a shrill cry in a sea of fire; a child wrapped soundly in the arms of its mother’s killer; a chubby hand gripping mine, big eyes staring into me while he suckled at his feeding pot; finally, the terror in his face as we fled through Geatacoill, away from the besieged fort and toward my death.

      The baby…

      Eytine’s gaze caught mine first. She searched my expression, and saw in my eyes that I remembered. Agony and relief warred on her faultless face.

      “My Ashling,” she whispered. “Where is he? Where is my son?”

      I collapsed to the ruined cushion and drew in a raw breath. As uncomfortable as it made me to behold my sister and see how she’d changed, I could not take my eyes off her. In a whisper, I asked, “What do you remember?”

      She clutched my hand, attached at the hip to me. “Almost everything. All except the pain and the fighting. Those … those parts feel like nothing more than nightmares.”

      “Your son is alive,” I said with absolute certainty. “When you died, I did everything I could to care for him. Hiberos promised that I would be able to bring him to you if I completed all three trials. But the primus…” What was his name? “Sergia. Gaius Helius Sergia. He cornered me at the Moon Gate. There was nowhere I could run. He was going to take the child no matter what I did, so I…”

      I floated, weightless. Do what you must do, my rose. I will be waiting.

      Shame and regret and uncertainty struck me all at once—followed by anger. Anger that I’d been lied to. That I’d been⁠—

      “Left alone,” I growled, staggering to my feet and turning to Hiberos. “You left me. You left me to surrender my nephew and die alone.”

      The Hiberos who came to my attic in the dead of night would have reeled back, offended—would have chastised me for being so rash, would have been ready with a quip and a glint in his eye. Even the Hiberos I had met at the Moon Gate the night of my death, the one who made demands and challenged my loyalty, might have shouted back at me.

      But this one simply stood, staring, his face as blank and impassive as the moon’s surface. Even as, through our unspoken connection, I felt his heart wrench and scream for release, he did not move an inch.

      “And now look at me,” I choked out, my short burst of rage already mere fumes. How could he see me like this and pretend to feel nothing? “Look at me. Hiberos, please, look at me…”

      Eytine grasped my elbow and pulled me gently into her lap, crushing me in a hug. “Ashling. Steady, hush. I have you. We’re together now.”

      “The baby,” I could barely gasp. “I failed you.”

      “You did what you had to. You kept him alive.” She brought our foreheads together and stroked my hair like I was a baby myself. “This realm has no children, the fae Gealach made are all there is. That our little prince exists at all is a miracle, and because of you, he continues to. When he comes home, we will celebrate his return instead of mourning his death—that is all I ask.”

      She pulled back, then, holding my shoulders so she could look me in the face. “We will make you well again, my Ashling, no matter what it takes. You have my word.”

      “And mine,” Erivon added somberly.

      Even if I was inclined to argue with them, I felt crushed under the weight of my own existence, hanging my head in my hands.

      “She needs rest.” Eytine untangled her arms from me and passed me off. I didn’t need to uncover my face to know that she had transferred me to Hiberos. The kiss of his rough bark skimming across my skin sent an abnormal, writhing thrill through my chest.

      “Come,” he said, voice soft though I imagined his expression was still impassive. “We’ll return to your bedchamber.”

      For now, I did not argue. I simply kept my eyes on my bare feet as he ushered me toward the leafy passage hiding the royals’ garden retreat. But as we reached the archway, I stopped dead, shrugging out of his arms and turning to my sister. “Eytine.”

      She frowned uncomfortably, but she responded to the name, rising in answer.

      “The baby … what is his name? His real name.”

      Gaius had given him an Aquilan name, but that was not the answer I sought. That was not the name I’d been waiting for.

      Eytine’s eyes clouded with grief. She almost looked like herself again.

      “Faelon.”
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      I shuffled to my room in a daze, Hiberos trailing behind me. It was as though my feet knew the way to my chambers; I need not rely on the Guardian to guide me, and thank the Moon, for looking at him made me ache so badly I wanted to vomit. First his reticence in the forest, then his refusal to acknowledge our mutual pain … on top of everything, it hurt.

      When I entered the room, I stopped dead in my tracks, and within moments, his immense warmth was at my back. I hadn’t expected to come upon a swarm of moon moths. They clung to every surface in the room, their delicate wings raining dust that disappeared as soon as it touched a surface. As I entered, my presence seemed to stir them. They gathered themselves and left by way of the windows, flitting amongst the feyash and willow trees.

      I noticed, then, that the bed was made, the hidden wardrobe tidied. The moths had done it.

      Hiberos stepped into the room and stared at me, and I tried to look interested in my bookshelves to avoid his assessing gaze. His voice was deep and quiet: “Well, you’ve seen your sister. Your long wait is finally over.”

      I did not reply. A mirror inside of the hidden closet caught my eye. There stood the same tall, thin, lavender-skinned woman that had looked back at me from the stream. I rubbed at the black tear tracks under my eyes, but again, my fingers came away clean. My hair—the same mane of curls I was used to but snow white—was unkempt, filled with loose pine needles and twigs.

      “You have done so much, crossed worlds to reunite with her. Yet here you are, undeniably miserable.”

      My shoulders sagged as the last of my fight went out of me. Even the unfamiliar bed looked inviting, and I was powerless to resist the call of the soft, cool sheets, relishing how the pillow hugged my shoulders and neck perfectly. “It was good to see her.”

      I wanted it to be the truth, yet the words felt hollow and false, the same way the blood pumping through my veins felt false. I should be happier; it distressed me that I wasn’t. After all the grief. After how ardently I had longed to speak to Eytine, to hold her, to ask for her counsel. After all I’d done, like Hiberos said, to be reunited with her.

      In those moments when it would have been so much easier to find another way to drive the empire back, it was the promise of meeting Eytine in the fae realm that convinced me to complete the trials.

      What was wrong with me?

      The now-familiar sound of Hiberos’s joints creaking coaxed me to open my eyes. He lingered at a window, watching moon moths wheel through the branches. His eyes glowed in the simulated moonlight, every strand of his tarnished gold hair illuminated. Tracing the lines of his long face with my eyes, I cataloged every change. And he had changed. He was still every bit the old faun I had come to know, but he stood straighter, now, and seemed to move with more ease, the way he did in my memories. The rot and moss that had once ravaged his limbs had been scrubbed away. A tree recovering from blight.

      Now that I saw him like this, and recalled how he’d once looked, I could not help but consider the thousand years he’d spent in Geatacoill, awaiting my return.

      With a deep breath, I was able to set aside my discontent in order to ask, “What happened to the other Guardians and their gates?”

      The question seemed to startle him, to pull him out of a reverie. He turned and regarded me with a frown. “Why do you ask?”

      “I want to know what it cost to bring me back here. When we first met”—his expression flattened at my phrasing—“you told me you were the last Guardian in the realm, and that yours was the last gate.”

      “You ask far too many questions.”

      I vented my frustration with a hard sigh. “And you are shite at answering them clearly.”

      Hiberos opened his mouth, closed it. His sparse brows pulled together, his long, slender fingers ghosting over the knot above his heart. “Ashling⁠—”

      “Answer my question. Please.”

      He loosed a harsh sigh that matched mine. “The other Guardians either abandoned their posts or succumbed to the dangers of the Goneland.”
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