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My world has narrowed to cold and silence.

It sinks through my skin, my bones, my blood, until everything thrums with ice – frigid and sharp enough to slice. I’m surrounded by mirrors, arcing overhead in a vaulted dome filled with gnarled silver vines that climb the glassy walls, delicate branches twining upward. They blanket the ceiling in an intricate tangle – the beautiful bars of my new prison cell.

They ensnare everything they touch. Even me.

Especially me.

Another pair of hazel eyes stare at me from the reflective surfaces around me. Aileana Kameron looks hollowed out. Haunted. She – I – tilt my head back, throat bared to the vines’ thorns. They press deeper at the movement, bringing crimson to the surface. Blood wells in beaded drops along the angry scratches. It tickles as it traces down my neck. I squeeze my eyes shut, fighting back the howling inside. The hollow ache making a home between my ribs.

Assess the situation. Escape now. Break apart later.

I yank at the thorns, panting as I strain upright, wary of any hidden threat. Nothing stirs except my reflection repeated in the mirrors. Dark smudges under my eyes stand out against too-pale skin. My hair spills over my shoulders in a mess of copper waves.

I scan the cell again, seeking any exit. But the space seems to stretch forever, an endless recursion of mirrored walls and silver vines and copies of me, alone at the centre of it all. Panic flares, hot and visceral.

Because when the fae take you captive, they do their damndest to make sure you don’t escape.

I surge to my feet. The sudden movement sets the entire room spinning around me. The vines at my ankles latch on and tighten. A punishment for my struggle. Always punishment.

There has to be an escape somewhere. Something I can use. A blunt object I can bash a fae’s head in with. A weapon.

I test the mirror to see if it’s breakable – a shard of glass would be useful, in the circumstances. But the surface more resembles rock than a looking glass.

A door? My fingers skim over the reflecting glass panels beside me. My distorted image mimics me. “Come on, come on …”

It’s too much. I can’t breathe. This place presses in from all sides, beautiful and terrible and inescapable.

“Be still.”

The cold voice wrenches me back. Makes my pulse kick faster, even as my muscles lock. I look over my shoulder. He stands inches away, pale as moonlight and twice as cold. As unforgiving.

Lonnrach.

I pull my arm back to smash my fist into his face, but vines erupt from the ground beneath us. They twine up my legs in an inescapable hold, caging me in place. I twist sharply, but the foliage only creeps higher.

“Fighting will only make it worse.” Lonnrach’s half-smile is razor-edged. “I thought you would have learned that by now, little falcon. I’d suggest stillness.”

I force my rigid muscles to uncoil, my pulse thrumming under my skin. The vines’ upward creep halts, though their grip remains unyielding. Lonnrach watches my futile struggles with detached amusement. He’s clad in black trousers and a leather tunic, pale hair spilling over his shoulders. An elegant monster.

“The decor of my new prison leaves much to be desired,” I say. “Planning any renovations? Not that it matters since I’ll burn it all down the second I escape.”

Lonnrach smooths the annoyance from his patrician features. “Do you know what this plant is called, little falcon?” He strokes a broad leaf with unsettling reverence. “Bindweed. We cultivated it long ago in the Sìth-bhrùth. It grows to bind whatever it ensnares in an unbreakable hold. Perfect for unruly prisoners, especially human ones.”

I jerk against the foliage and the vines tighten until I’m forced still again. Lonnrach’s soft laughter raises every hair on my nape. I want to gouge out those cold eyes. To make him choke on that laughter.

“This room was designed for discipline.” Lonnrach circles me. “You’ll remain here, subject to my will, until you embrace obedience and share what I want to know.”

I lift my chin, glaring back. “I know nothing useful to you or the fae. If I did, I would’ve destroyed it already.”

Lonnrach clicks his tongue. “Let’s not begin with lies. You’re my enemy’s consort. He or your pixie must have let slip information that your frail, ephemeral mind couldn’t parse. But even useless fragments could prove enlightening in the proper context.” He grasps my jaw. “I want everything inside this lovely head of yours. Every memory and secret.” Lonnrach smiles then, something ruinous and hungry that makes my stomach twist.

“Extracting piecemeal memories is a slow process. Messy.” He releases me and rolls both sleeves up. A killer preparing to get his hands dirty. “Shall we begin your first lesson in obedience?”

Lonnrach’s palm collides with my cheek. Pain explodes, hot and vicious, snapping my head sideways. I taste blood.

“Defiance will hurt you.” Lonnrach’s soft warning slides through the ringing in my skull. “You exist to serve my will now. Embrace that, and this becomes easier.”

My pulse jumps in a frantic rhythm. I force my expression neutral. Monsters like Lonnrach can scent fear. They feed on it.

Don’t give him the satisfaction.

Lonnrach trails his knuckles almost gently down my throbbing cheek. “Nothing to say?” His assessing gaze sweeps me for any reaction. “No scathing retort or useless threats? You learn quickly.”

Only the clench of my fists gives my contempt for him away. I dig my fingernails into both palms until the pain focuses my simmering temper.

Lonnrach waits for a breath longer, searching my face for cracks in my armour. Then, his power crashes over me, coiling through my thoughts like a serpent.

You should have saved them, his influence hisses in my voice. Everyone who mattered is gone now because of you. Everything you love dies in the end.

I squeeze my eyes shut, but darker memories take shape behind my eyelids. My knees nearly buckle. The mirrored room shimmers out of focus, replaced by a swirl of images ripped from memory. I’m yanked through the visions, unable to fight the current.

Blood slicking my palms as I bleed onto the ancient seal in Edinburgh that kept Lonnrach imprisoned. The dull gleam of the knives Kiaran gifted me. Sparring on rain-soaked rooftops. Derrick’s wings glinting like metal. My mother’s stern expression while I trained, before her life bled out under fae teeth.

The memories cycle faster, pulled to the surface against my will. Lonnrach sorts through each one, hungry and seeking. I cling to the old familiar ache they stir, using it as a shield. A reminder of why I won’t yield.

“Enough,” I snarl. The command shatters the hissing whispers. My eyes fly open, pulse rabbiting.

Irritation flickers over Lonnrach’s features at being denied. “You’re bleeding all over my floor.”

I glance down, startled to see crimson trickling from punctures left by the vines’ thorns. I hadn’t even felt the pain.

Lonnrach crouches before me, gaze fixed on my thigh as his thumb drags over my bloodied skin. “So fragile, mortal bodies,” he muses. “It takes so little to make you bleed.”

Revulsion twists my gut. I jerk my leg away. The vines tighten in warning, their barbed points slicing deeper through my thin shift. A clear message – stay still.

“Torture me, then,” I say. “It wouldn’t be my first time.”

Lonnrach smiles, cold and sharp. “Oh, there are worse torments.” He grasps my clenched fist. “I can make you crave my hands on you no matter how it shames you. Leave you aching and wet and begging for my touch.” Lonnrach’s stare bores into mine. “Would Kadamach still want you then, I wonder? Or would he discard you like any other pet?” He pries my rigid fingers open, attention falling on the consort mark etched into my palm – the symbol of my bond to Kiaran. Lonnrach traces the delicate pattern almost idly. “A half-finished bond leaves you so vulnerable. In the courts, many considered an incomplete consort claim to be an invitation. We’re a competitive species. Most pairs seal their bond quickly to avoid such messy entanglements. Kadamach should have known better.”

Rage scorches away any lingering unease or caution. “Or maybe he knew I’d kill anyone who tried to lay a claim on me.”

Before Lonnrach can react, I smash my forehead against his nose. Cartilage crunches from the impact. He reels back with a satisfying snarl, blood streaming between his fingers.

I bare my teeth at him in a vicious grin. “I know the rules. You can’t force a bond on me.”

Lonnrach laughs then. The sound raises every fine hair on my nape. He drags his sleeve across his face, streaking the pale fabric crimson.

“I enjoy that insolence. I look forward to seeing how long it takes for you to break.” Lonnrach’s smile carves deeper with anticipation. “You’ll learn obedience in the end. I’ll strip it all away – your pride, your anger. I want to see you beg.”

“Do let me know when you’ve finished these tedious intimidation efforts. I’d hate to miss anything important.”

Lonnrach clicks his tongue. “We have all the time in the world for your reeducation. Let’s try this again, shall we?”

I jerk against the vines, but it’s useless. Panic constricts my chest, my breath coming faster despite my efforts to remain calm.

Don’t show weakness. He’ll only exploit it.

Lonnrach’s hand clamps down over my face, grip cruel enough to bruise. “We’ll do this the hard way, then.”

I have only a heartbeat to brace myself before agony spears through my skull. Lonnrach ravages my thoughts, a vicious invasion attempting to expose all my secrets. All my memories. I open my mind to the simmering fury churning inside me – using that anger as a weapon. I gather all that rage at everything Lonnrach has done, everything he’s stolen from me, and I shove.

The recoil crashes me back into my body. My knees buckle, dropping me to the floor.

Lonnrach’s eyes are shards of ice. “You’re trying my patience, Falconer.”

I offer him a bloody smile. “How disappointing. I thought we were getting on so well.”

His lethal focus narrows as he steps away. “Enjoy the solitude. I’ll return when you’re feeling more cooperative.”

The vines’ grip on my wrists loosens until my arms fall limp at my sides, numb and bloodied. I slump against the mirrored wall, breathing hard. Watching as Lonnrach turns away.

His soft, vicious words drift back just before he walks through one of the mirrors – a portal in the wall. “Consider this a test of your resolve. Either you will break, or I’ll carve what I need from your mind piece by piece. It’s only a matter of time.”
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I’ve memorised every mirrored plane and vine splitting these ornate floors.

I’m contemplating whether freezing to death or letting the vines strangle me would be more preferable to another visit from Lonnrach, when a mirror undulates like water and he steps through the portal. He stalks up to me, moving with predatory grace. I lift my chin and stare him down, refusing to flinch.

“Still with me?” he asks.

“Unfortunately.” I give him my best sardonic smile, shaped more by bared teeth than mirth. “To what do I owe the pleasure this time?”

He ignores my pretence of bravado, reaching out to twist a hand in my hair. I hiss out a pained breath as Lonnrach wrenches my head up, forcing me onto tiptoes.

“How are we feeling today, little falcon?” His voice slides through my thoughts, deceptively mild for someone using my hair as a handle.

“Brilliant,” I pant. “Your hospitality continues to astound.”

Lonnrach notices the fresh wounds on my legs, evidence of my struggles in the vines. He tuts as if scolding a disobedient child. “What did I say about preserving your strength?” His thumb digs into the hinge of my jaw until my chapped lips part. “Here. You need this.”

Before I can process his intent, Lonnrach presses something sweet and syrupy against my mouth. My pulse leaps into a panicked staccato. Poison? Some vile fae potion designed to loosen my tongue and dissolve what few defences remain?

I try spitting the syrupy liquid out, but Lonnrach’s grip clamps my jaw shut. “Swallow it,” he commands.

He forces me to gag it down. The overpowering saccharine flavour fades, leaving no discernible aftertaste. “What was that?”

“Sustenance.” Lonnrach releases his punishing hold on me. “I can’t have you fading before your usefulness ends.” Lonnrach’s knuckles gently scrape my bruised cheek. I resist the urge to bite his fingers. “Open your mind for me. Let’s see how brightly you still burn.”

I jerk from his touch. “Why don’t you go back to rotting away in that hole my ancestors shoved you into, you arrogant piece of—”

Lonnrach’s hand fists tighter in my hair, cutting off my tirade. He wrenches my head back with brutal force. I grind my teeth, choking back a grunt of pain.

“Must we do this the hard way every time?” he asks. “Let me see your memories.”

The crooned words slither through my thoughts, cloying and invasive. A relentless push against whatever mental shields I can still muster, seeking any cracks or weaknesses to exploit.

Lonnrach leans closer. Waiting for me to break. To lay my psyche bare for the taking and leave me hollowed out. But I cling to my last bitter scraps of defiance with broken, bloody fingernails.

“Sod off,” I snarl.

“I’m beginning to see the appeal you hold for Kadamach,” he murmurs. “He always had such a predictable taste for difficult women. But you’re only human in the end. So far, I’ve shown admirable restraint. Would you like to see how much worse it can get?”

His presence overtakes my mind like a black tide, rushing in to fill every empty space. Suffocating darkness blots out my senses. He pulls me down into lightless depths, too far below to make out anything of the distant blurred surface. No way back to myself. Only swallowed whole by endless night.

I’m cut adrift, detached from all physical sensations and my body. It’s complete sensory deprivation. I’m sealed in endless nothingness. Severed from feeling or controlling my own limbs. Just a passenger locked behind impenetrable barriers.

Panic surges, but there’s nowhere to go, no escape. Just a bodiless existence in the void of my own hollowed-out skull.

“Do you like it here in the dark?” Lonnrach’s whisper seems to come from inside my head. “Just you and me now.”

No. I strain to move my unresponsive limbs. To blink. Scream. Anything to break this smothering dissociation. But I remain cut off from any tactile sensation at all. No light, no sound, no environmental frame of reference at all. Just an unrelenting, oppressive void stretching into forever.

I’m drowning, submerged in this sightless, watery grave. Hands grasp from below, dragging me further down.

“Shall I just leave you trapped like this?” His murmur whispers again inside my skull. “Suspended in the silence with only me to keep you company?”

The phantom press of fingers trailing down my rigid spine raises every fine hair. Revulsion and rage coil tighter in my gut. Still, I’m paralysed in the crushing void.

But desperation lends me enough borrowed strength to sink my mental claws into the invasive presence smothering my thoughts. With no technique left, I rip apart the heavy shroud cutting off my senses. No strategy or precision. Just animal panic and the will to survive this ordeal.

We tear free of each other, both gasping. My chest heaves as I gulp down frigid lungfuls of air. The mirrored room swims back into focus.

I force my unwilling gaze upward to meet Lonnrach’s. I offer him a ragged, defiant grin. “My consort trained me to resist mental invasions. So let’s not do that again.”

His jaw tightens almost imperceptibly. Then he turns on his heel, leaving me alone once more in the mirrored cell.

With the immediate threat of him gone, what little strength I had gutters. Now that no eyes me, I finally allow myself weakness.

My knees give out and I sink down onto the frozen floor. I press my palms flat to the icy mirror behind me just for something solid to cling to. Anything to keep from slipping into the dark water still lapping at the frayed edges of my psyche, threatening to drag me back under.
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My existence narrows to an endless loop – the shivering chill needling my skin, the shifting rainbow light refracting off the shimmering walls in dizzying patterns, the shallow rasps of my laboured breathing. Inhale. Exhale. At least I can take some comfort in the knowledge that my demise will have nothing graceful or poetic about it. I’ll die from dehydration, blood loss, or boredom. Not exactly the heroic end worthy of ballads they sing about warrior queens.

Then, a familiar voice slides through the disjointed fragments of my thoughts, resonating deep in my bones.

“Kameron.”

My heart stutters in my chest. I press my palm flat to the floor, bracing myself against the swell of emotion. Of all the faces I’ve seen in this kaleidoscope cage – ghosts, family, enemies – his has been the one spectre I’ve longed for most.

I raise my head. Violet eyes rimmed in mercury stare back at me. Sharp cheekbones, pale skin, dark hair spilling across his forehead. The face I’ve looked into countless times, through fury and passion and everything tangled between. He shouldn’t be here, yet somehow, he is.

“Kiaran.” Just forming his name makes my throat burn. “I thought you couldn’t enter the Sìth-bhrùth without dying.”

“I’m not here physically. Our bond is pulling us together the only way it can while I search for you.”

Kiaran’s stare sweeps over me, cataloguing each injury. His mouth presses into a grim, uncompromising line. I don’t have to see the wreckage of Lonnrach’s attentions to know how bad the damage is. I can feel it with every truncated breath and trembling muscle.

“Well, his hospitality is even worse than yours, if you can imagine.” I rasp out a weak laugh that turns into a hacking cough. “Truly terrible accommodations.”

The barest hint of a smile touches Kiaran’s mouth. “I’m glad captivity hasn’t robbed you of your wit.”

He steps closer, and even though we aren’t really touching, I swear I can feel his nearness like a physical weight. Like gravity pulling me into his orbit.

“I’ve had better days,” I admit. It comes out soft, honest in a way with him I’ve only allowed in unguarded moments.

Kiaran’s attention catches on my split lip, and I see fury kindle behind his eyes before it’s swiftly banked. Carefully leashed. For now.

“Let’s summarise the situation then, shall we?” I continue lightly. “It’s absolutely frigid in here. I’m fairly certain at least one rib is broken or cracked. And I look like something dredged from a bog, so my pride has taken a hit. Does that adequately convey my current predicament?”

He raises an eyebrow. “That’s what you’re doing in captivity? Compiling a mental list of complaints?”

“As if I’d ever be so dull. I’ve also made a running inventory of wants to help pass the time. A tray of pastries and about two dozen new daggers would significantly lift my spirits.” I flash my teeth in what was meant to be a fierce grin but probably looks more like a pained grimace. “Especially if I can test their sharpness on a certain fae bastard. Slowly.”

“Pastries and an arsenal of weaponry for a planned homicide. Noted. Anything else? Perhaps some small detail that could aid in finding your location?”

I sigh. “Sorry to disappoint, but I don’t have any miraculous clues about my current whereabouts. Next kidnapping, I’ll be sure to gather more useful details during my torture sessions.” I scrub a hand down my face. “And I feel drained all the time.”

“Being separated from me weakens you. Our bond needs to be fed through touch.” Kiaran’s voice drops lower. “Intimacy.”

“Sadly, you aren’t here to spar with me in the mud.”

Amusement flickers over his face. “I’m going to guide you through something to help stabilise the connection until I can reach you.”

Kiaran’s voice brushes against my senses, a tone he only uses when we’re pressed close in the dark, all our pretences shed. A banked desire that thrums between us no matter how hard we pretend otherwise.

“If you insist on using that unfairly mesmerising voice, I suppose I have little choice but to listen.”

“You’ll obey my every direction.” His soft order thrums down my spine. “Understood?”

“Hm. I don’t recall agreeing to follow Kiaran MacKay’s every whim. I believe I’ll consider each demand independently, as usual.”

“I see your stubbornness remains intact.” He gives me a faint smirk. “Glide the back of your hand across your waist. Pretend it’s me touching you.”

I laugh. “Ah, I see we’ve breezed past flirtation and progressed to self-fondling on command.”

He leans closer. I can almost feel his body align with mine. His mark on my hand pulses, sending heat right between my thighs. “We’ve been circling each other for months,” he murmurs. “I’ve kissed you, had my fangs inside you, your blood on my tongue. Watched you shatter beneath my hands. I crave seeing you come undone again every night we’re apart.” His burning stare traces down to my mouth. Lingers there. “This isn’t flirtation. It’s always been seduction between us. Now do as I say.”

A shiver breaks through my control. Swallowing hard, I coast my knuckles along the curve of my waist. Even that subtle friction ignites every nerve.

Kiaran’s gaze follows my hand’s slow progress. “Just like that. Keep tracing your fingers up your ribs. Slowly.”

I brush my palm up my side, mapping each ridge of bone through the thin silk barrier.

“How does it feel?” he asks in a rough voice.

I’m emboldened by his focus, his desire. By this stolen moment of intimacy. “It lacks a certain something compared to your hands on me.”

His eyes drop to my mouth. “Clarify.”

I trail my fingers over my collarbone, imagining his mouth replacing my touch. My breaths come shorter. “Well, for one thing, your hands are larger. They’d glide over more of me in one pass. Your fingertips would tease all the spots that make me shiver.” I demonstrate by curving my palm over my breast, wanting to provoke a reaction from his stoic facade.

I watch, satisfied, as Kiaran’s composure fractures. His breathing quickens almost imperceptibly.

“What else?” The rough need in those two words fans the heat building inside me.

I brush my thumb back and forth. “Every caress is deliberate, confident. Like you intend to learn my body’s most sensitive places by touch alone.”

Kiaran makes that low noise again, a growl. His pupils dilate until only a thin ring of violet remains. I can see the restraint snapping taut inside him.

“Keep going.” His raw tone sinks into my bones, liquid fire in my veins.

I trail my fingertips down the valley between my breasts, no longer teasing. Craving. “I miss how you pin my hands when we spar. Your body against mine.”

In the next blink, Kiaran moves. He braces his forearm above my head, posture aggressive and dominant. “Like this? Up against a wall?”

I arch up, chasing contact we can’t have. “Yes.”

His whisper slides over my skin, more dangerous than any blade. “I think we’d come together like we fight,” he whispers. “All heat and hunger and need. I’d hold you there until you were begging me to seal our bond. Until you were mine.”

He leans closer until I swear I feel his lips ghosting over my ear, his breath warm against my neck. “I know exactly how you’d arch up into my touch. How your pulse would race under my tongue.” To prove his point, he reaches out, fingers skimming down the length of my arm. Even without contact, everywhere he touches lights up, sensitised. Craving more. “Be a good lass and slide your hand between your thighs,” he rasps. “Let me watch you.”

The raw need in his voice leaves me slick and aching. Helpless to resist. I trail trembling fingers over my stomach, my breaths coming shorter. I hesitate at my undergarments. Testing the boundaries of this new intimacy unfolding between us.

His eyes blaze silver. “Take them off. Now.”

A ragged exhale escapes me. The commanding side of him never fails to undo me. I toy with the hem, teasing him. Waiting until I see the barest clench of his jaw. The telltale sign that his restraint is fraying. Only then do I hook my thumbs beneath the silk. Watching Kiaran watch me, I drag the fabric down my legs. The chill air pebbles my skin.

His stare remains riveted between my splayed thighs. “Drag your fingers up along the inside of your thigh. Start near the knee.”

That voice washes over me, irresistible as the tide and twice as merciless. I trail trembling fingers up my inner thigh. The unbearable tension builds. My harsh breathing echoes in this mirrored cell. I caress higher, just shy of where I’m aching for more. Pausing, hovering.

He makes an impatient noise low in his throat. “Keep going. Have you ever touched yourself like this before?”

Heat scalds my cheeks. “I’m an innocent, not a nun.”

Oh, now he looks pleased, silver-ringed eyes glinting. “Then the seer and you aren’t intimate.”

I slide my fingers up another inch, emboldened by his focused intensity. “I told you Gavin is a friend.”

“Good.” Satisfaction roughens his voice. “I’d hate to gut him.”

My answering laugh comes out breathless. “Possessive bastard.”

I notice the barest flash of Kiaran’s fangs as his mouth parts. His attention remains riveted on my movements. “Push your fingers in. Slowly.”

My body flushes hot at the command. But I breach my entrance with one tentative finger, clamping my teeth against a moan.

“Tell me how wet you are.”

I thrust deeper. Knowing he’s watching. Knowing his control is fraying. “Surely even you aren’t so depraved as to expect me to narrate every detail.”

“I’m exactly that depraved. How wet?”

He’s unravelling my composure strand by strand. “I don’t think I’ll tell you. You’ll have to discover yourself.”

A rumbling growl vibrates through his chest. His pupils are blown wide now, just a thin ring of violet left. “Then show me what you do alone at night. I want to see how you pleasure yourself. I want to know everything you like when I have you naked beneath me.”

A flush creeps up my neck at his words – the same wicked commands he’s whispered in my most illicit fantasies. The ones I’ve touched myself to, muffling his name into my pillow. Terrified he’d somehow hear me moan his name in the darkness, know the shape of my desire. I press two fingers into my slick heat now, rocking into the sensation. Building a steady rhythm under Kiaran’s stare. He looks starved, muscles drawn taut, clenching his fists at his sides. As if it’s taking everything not to pin me down and finish this himself.

“Just like that.” His voice dips lower. “Now tell me true – do you imagine it’s me touching you?”

I move faster, arching with a choked gasp I can’t hold back. “Yes. It’s always you.”

Kiaran makes another low, satisfied noise. “Describe it to me.”

“You start by kissing me. Your fingers slide inside me. First one, then two more.” Vulgar details spill freely now, my body chasing its peak. “And then you gently lick my pulse and sink your fangs in.”

He inhales sharply. “You’d trust me at your throat?”

Despite the knotted scars marring that vulnerable skin, the violence I’ve endured from cruel bites. This feels like a test. And the answer comes easily.

“You’re the only one I’d trust.” I meet his eyes as I say it. Need him to understand this truth.

Something soft flickers over Kiaran’s features before it’s gone. But the moment snaps taut. His expression shifts, eyes blazing with renewed heat.

“Don’t stop. Faster now.” His voice drops to a growl. “Come apart imagining my fingers inside you.”

My pleasure crests and shatters over me. I cry out, back bowing as my fingers stroke me through each merciless aftershock. Heat pools low and heavy as I find release again and again for him.

As I float back down, Kiaran guides me through the blissful tremors with that deep, compelling voice. Murmuring filthy praise until I go limp and spent against the mirrored glass. We’re both panting, the charged air between us thrumming with newfound intimacy.

“Thank you,” I whisper shyly, avoiding his piercing eyes. Unsure what comes next now that we’ve shifted this delicate balance.

“Thank me when I find you.”


4

The scream building in my throat feels like it’s been trapped there for years.

My ragged breaths echo off the mirrored glass, the only sound piercing the endless reflections of my haggard body. I press my shaking palms against the nearest wall, clinging to its slick solidity. Anything to keep from slipping into the dark waters, forever lapping inside, waiting to drag me under once more.

Because my mind is the only weapon in this twisted battle between us. My blades were stripped away. My sole defence now is what remains of my ravaged psyche. Lonnrach wants me powerless. Trembling. Shattered into jagged pieces.

He craves my submission.

But I’m staying alive and defiant to spite the bastard.

Footsteps snag my attention. I don’t need to turn and look to know who enters my cell. The weight pressing down steals the remaining oxygen ; breathing becomes a labour. His presence drags over my skin, raising hairs and bile.

“Did you miss me?”

I push carefully upright, taking bitter pride in that small victory.

He tilts his head, searching for cracks. Weak spots. Anything to exploit and ruthlessly pry open. His cold assessment scrapes across me. “No warm welcome? Come now. Don’t leave me waiting on those barbed retorts I’ve come to enjoy.”

A rusty laugh claws up my throat. I bare my teeth at him in some approximation of a smile. It reopens the gash in my lower lip. I taste iron slick on my tongue.

“I’m afraid you’ve exhausted this season’s allotment of gracious hostess gestures after the first ten or so times you vivisected my mind for your amusement.”

Lonnrach clicks his tongue. “Such hostility. I do wish you wouldn’t continue hating me, little falcon. It’s rather counterproductive, don’t you think?”

“Well, aside from the abduction, isolation, and – oh yes – mass destruction of my entire world, we’re practically bosom companions.”

“Needs must, as I’ve explained.” Lonnrach sighs as if talking to an errant child. “But if you insist on dredging up the past, we’ll revisit effective methods of securing your cooperation.”

Needs must. As if two words can justify the thousands of lives he snuffed out. To him, humans are all just insects to be crushed. Barely worth considering.

“Get on with it then,” I say. “I’m eager to see what new torments you’ve devised for today.”

Lonnrach’s palm connects with my chest. Casual. Almost lazy. I clamp down on my lip to trap the scream as my knees crack against the ground. Patches of light burst in my vision. He could have hurled me across the cell to shatter against the mirrors. Could have left me a sobbing heap of broken bones and mangled flesh quivering at his feet.

Instead, the bastard bruises me just shy of permanent damage. Makes a sick production of false chivalry and restraint to prove how easily he could rip me apart on a whim. How fully I’m in his power.

I remain kneeling and glare through the tangled mess of my hair. Lonnrach looms over me, remote as ever. Assessing me like an insect pinned beneath glass.

“Look at you.” His gaze trails over my huddled form. “Properly on your knees before me. Perhaps you’re finally learning obedience.”

The impulse to drive my fist into that mouth nearly overwhelms reason. I quell the urge. Barely.

“Oh, is this the part where I plead?” I ask. I lean closer, lowering my voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’m rubbish at simpering. Never took to playing the captive damsel as a lass. Too contrary by nature.”

“It grows rather tedious, this defiance.” Lonnrach wrenches my head back. “I don’t require your permission to flay that disrespect from your mind. You’d do well to remember I can rip you apart anytime I wish. Let’s dispense with the unnecessary games, shall we? We’re past that now.”

I wrench free of his hold. “I rather enjoy games when the rules are fair. But I suppose that requires basic decency, which you sadly lack.”

Something dangerous stirs in Lonnrach’s silver eyes, cracking through his patrician mask. “You had one purpose here : to let me inspect your memories.” He gives me a little shake that clacks my teeth together. “So tell me, have you decided your usefulness is at an end? Should I forget restraint and rip what I need from your thoughts?”

Lonnrach’s head tilts. His nostrils flare as he scents the air like a predator catching an unexpected whiff of prey.

“No. This isn’t just insolence, is it? I thought with your consort absent, you’d have long since surrendered by now.” His stare trails over my body with detached fascination. “But Kadamach hasn’t abandoned you, has he? He’s been visiting through your bond, keeping you stabilised. That’s why you still cling to this pointless defiance.” He taps his nose. “I can smell your arousal. You’ve climaxed recently.”

I flinch. Lonnrach’s focus sharpens, pale eyes rapt and hungry like a shark scenting blood in dark waters.

His cold knuckles brush my cheek. I jerk away from the contact, but his grip on my shirt keeps me pinned in place. “A door left unlocked without the proximity of your consort is an invitation. Kadamach was careless, leaving you so open.” Lonnrach leans closer. “What’s wrong? You look distressed. Has it finally sunk in what being half-bonded means? The way you’ll crave the touch of your consort – or any touch at all in his absence?”

I squeeze my eyes shut, blocking out the sight of his smirk, but I can’t escape the sensation of his lips grazing the pulse fluttering wildly in my throat. Can’t block out the words that slide like oil over my skin.

“How sweet you smell,” he continues. “The air is ripe with it. With all that Kadamach has selfishly left undone because he never claimed you properly. If he had, you wouldn’t be in such pain.”

And then his lips graze the sensitive skin just below my jaw, his power licking up my spine in a caress intended to seduce. I’m drowning, my senses overwhelmed and screaming for relief. I’m a raw nerve, vulnerable.

Tears burn my eyes, and his thumb swipes away the wetness almost tenderly. It makes me want to retch. “Poor fragile little bird. Let me see your memories, and I’ll ease the emptiness. Take the pain away. You need touch, don’t you?” he purrs. “The bond isn’t enough, is it? Not nearly enough to satisfy.”

I bite back a choked sound at the too-soft contact. My mark is seeking any cure for the ragged, haemorrhaging hole Kiaran left torn inside me.

But this isn’t my consort. This is the monster who destroyed everything and everyone I ever loved or cared for. Who reduced my city and its inhabitants to rubble and ash.

As if sensing my distress even at this distance, I feel Kiaran then through our bond – the gentlest caress of his power wrapping around me, as intimate as if he were here in truth, his lips pressed to mine, hands trailing possessively over every inch of my body.

Mine, that power seems to say.

Lonnrach’s head jerks up, nostrils flaring as he scents the change in the air. “He’s with you right now, isn’t he?” he snarls. His grip turns bruising. “Shall we see how deep this bond runs?”

Panic lances through me, sharp and brittle. “Don’t—”

But Lonnrach crashes into my mind. I jerk against the mental assault, my pulse hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. He pursues the gossamer tether linking my fracturing psyche to Kiaran’s steadying presence.

I drag in a ragged gasp as Lonnrach grabs that fragile cord, twisting deeper. He finds where it anchors deepest inside me, embedded down to marrow and bone.

And he rips.

Agony whites out my vision. I claw against the floor, desperate for any handhold as my mind is flayed open. But there’s nothing to grab onto. Nowhere to hide from Lonnrach’s ruthless mental invasion stripping me bare. Tearing through my last defences.

When he finally withdraws, I’m hollowed out and exposed. I press shaking palms over my face, biting my lip to muffle the broken sounds escaping between clenched teeth.

In the crushing silence, Lonnrach kneels beside me. “There now, that wasn’t so difficult, was it?” He strokes back my hair almost gently. I’m too drained to even flinch away. “The bond isn’t entirely severed. Don’t despair.” Lonnrach grasps my chin hard, forcing me to meet his empty silver gaze. “I just left little pieces of me behind. Carved into all the cracks and hollow places inside you. So now you’ll carry me around wherever you go.” He leans closer, breath hot against my ear. “I’m in your fucking skin, right beneath his mark. I’m inside your mind, gouged in so deep that he’ll need to kill you to ever be rid of me.”

My stomach heaves. Lonnrach poured his poison into my open veins. Tainting my blood. I’ll never be able to cut out the stain he left carved into my soul.

“Why do you despise Kiaran so much?” My voice comes out a wrecked rasp. I force the desperate words out past bloodied lips. “You told me I’d regret not killing him. I want to know why you hate him.”

“Your precious Kiaran is the worst sort of traitor.” Lonnrach’s voice holds pure venom. “As is his sister. And it’s up to me to fix their mistakes.”

His gaze bores into mine, the message clear. Mistakes that include you.

I wet my cracked lips with my tongue before forcing out the words. “Like failing to save your realm?”

Something dangerous flashes in the ancient fae’s features. “Yes. Without a monarch to lead them, the Sìth-bhrùth will continue crumbling into ruin. Someone must take the throne and rule in place of the incompetent cowards who failed our people.”

I bite back a caustic retort and ask, “You believe you’re the one to do that?”

Lonnrach arches a brow. “I don’t merely believe, little falcon. I will. I had ample time to plan and prepare during my imprisonment.” His stare bores into mine. “I certainly wasn’t asleep or idly planning to kill mortals for all those centuries. I’ll never forget it was your ancestors who sealed our fate. That your precious consort and his sister helped. Now you know how it feels to be that helpless.”

A desperate, reckless idea takes hold. “Go on then.”

Lonnrach stills. Searching my face for deception.

I part my chapped lips again, forcing the words out. “I’m too tired to keep fighting you.”

He watches me a moment longer. “Then relax, little falcon. I promise to try to be gentle,” he murmurs.

Liar. As if he could ever be gentle. I’m just a means to an end for him. A tool to be used and discarded once I’ve served my purpose.

“Look at me.” Lonnrach gives my hair a firm yank.

I pry my eyelids open. Lonnrach’s eyes spear into mine, pupils dilated with anticipation. I let him glimpse my stark fear. My exhaustion.

He makes a small, satisfied noise. “This will be much easier if you let me in. Stop these pointless struggles and surrender.”

I go limp and unresisting beneath him. The perfect porcelain doll waiting to be positioned and played with as her new master wishes. Lonnrach nods with approval before his presence shoves back into my mind.

He sinks into my ravaged psyche, as slow and intimate as a lover. I drop my lingering defences until nothing protects my tattered thoughts from his grasp.

Lonnrach makes another sound in his throat like pleasure. He pushes deeper into the most bruised spaces, prowling the vulnerable edges of my fraying consciousness.

“That’s it.” His voice slides through me. “Just like that.”

I let my eyes drift closed in feigned submission. Lonnrach murmurs approving words that curdle my insides with revulsion, but I ignore it. Bury my hatred down deep with the rest of my wounds and scars.

Just a little longer. Wait for it.

Lonnrach’s presence twines further into my psyche. He riffles through my thoughts and memories with impunity, confident in his victory.

And I’m gathering my pain, my rage – the broken, bloodied pieces of a life torn apart. Gathering every dark whisper and scar until my ravaged mind throbs with volatile power, wanting release. This isn’t the civilised restraint or mercy I once clung to, but the fury distilled by trauma into a bomb ticking down to detonation.

I welcome that wild power, letting it flood my veins and set my nerves alight with crackling purpose. Let it fill all the hollowed-out spaces so nothing else can take root.

Lonnrach remains fixated on parting and cataloguing every corner of my thoughts. He doesn’t yet sense the coiled danger awaiting his next misstep.

My body stays relaxed, breath coming slow and even despite his invading presence and the punishing grip fisting my hair. I wait with lethal patience for the right moment.

Wait until his consciousness has slid to my ravaged foundations, leaving no part of my psyche untouched by its parasitic coils. I let him believe this shattered doll he’s toyed with has finally been tamed. Let him enjoy this false triumph before I tear it all away.

Now.

I gather every gruesome memory of the vicious ambush I barely survived. A sacrifice demanded by the seal that kept him and his armies rotting underground while my blood watered the ground above. I make the bastard relive every moment of it. The day I stopped being a person and became a shredded tapestry of scars for his kind’s amusement.

I take every scrap of trauma and slam the memories straight into Lonnrach with enough force to make him crumple.

I’m not aiming to drive him out. I want him to hurt. To take back some small scrap of power. So I rage, and I shred. Harder. Let the memories howl and claw inside our temporarily shared skulls until the piercing noise threatens to shatter bone.

Our energies clash and rupture, both seeking painful purchase inside the other’s psyche. But I make damn sure he feels the full measure of torment inflicted on me by his kind. The lifetime of scars they left etched into my marrow. I ruthlessly sear my memories into his.

With a final wrench, I tear myself free of our link. Lonnrach staggers with a pained grunt as our minds disconnect. I collapse, muscles giving out. But triumph blazes hot and fierce in my chest.

I peel my lips back in a bloody grin and meet Lonnrach’s enraged silver stare. “Something wrong?”

Lonnrach rises to his feet, but that flawless facade has cracked. I let out a raw, ragged laugh at the undisguised rage twisting his features. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve witnessed in an eternity.

He turns on a heel and sweeps toward the exit without another word. Power vibrates the frigid air, cracking it sharp with ozone.

I watch his abrupt retreat through the tangled mess of my hair. “Leaving so soon?”

Lonnrach pauses at my mocking words. When he speaks, fury laces every syllable. “That was the last offer of gentleness I’ll extend to you. We’re at war now, little falcon.”

He slips through the portal. And I’m once again sealed alone inside this glittering prison with only my shattered reflections staring back.

This time, when I meet their hollow gazes, I’m smiling. A fierce baring of teeth.
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I hear shuffling footsteps. I tense, rolling my neck to glance toward the sound. The vines pinch me in warning, leaching away what meagre strength remains in my battered body.

So I wait through the pain, listening. Bracing myself for the next round of torment.

“My, my. You’re in quite the predicament,” an amused female voice says. “Did you know you’re bleeding all over the nice, clean floor?”

I peel open my lids to see a petite fae woman circling me, head cocked in fascination. Black hair frames her sharp cheekbones, eyes glinting silver in the gloom, fathomless as the night sky.

New threat? Have to decide quickly. Friend or foe?

She assesses me before she clicks her tongue. “Though on the bright side, I suppose there are worse cell decor choices than enchanted plant life. Those vines provide lovely complementary accents to your complexion.” She smooths a wayward lock of hair from her forehead. “Very striking against all the blood and bruises. An inspired aesthetic choice.”

I stiffen. Has Lonnrach dispatched another fae to finish me off? In my current state, I doubt I could fight off an aggressive squirrel, much less an ancient immortal.

The woman’s mouth curves as if she plucked that thought from my addled mind. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ve no plans to kill you today. I’m simply here to return lost property to my brother. He seems to have misplaced you.”

Brother.

Understanding clicks into place.

“You’re Aithinne.” I have to pause and wet my cracked lips before continuing. “Kiaran sent you?”

“Obviously.” She sighs. “Kadamach has been utterly insufferable since Lonnrach took you. Stomping about making threats when subtlety and careful strategy are required. I excel at both, naturally.”

With a flick of her fingers, the vines fall away from my skin so fast it stings. I bite back a groan as my injuries flare anew.

Moving hurts. Breathing hurts.

Aithinne leans over me, studying my battered body with interest. “Mm. A bit of a mess, likely the result of being separated from Kadamach and your bond. And Lonnrach wasn’t very gentle either, was he? Are all your important bits still attached where they ought to be? No missing appendages or organs?”

“As far as I know.” I have to pause to wet my cracked lips. “Of course, it’s been rather difficult to take inventory with the foliage pinning me down.”

“Excellent news. I was dreading the tedious task of piecing you back together.” She braces one hand under my arm and tugs me upright. “Can you walk?”

“With help.” I grit my teeth and force my bruised legs to cooperate, leaning against her slender frame just to remain vertical. I’m not too proud to accept assistance escaping this hell.

We shuffle toward the mirrored wall, my slippered feet sliding over stone. At her touch, the smooth surface ripples, revealing a hidden doorway. I squint against the sudden glare until my vision adjusts.

When I blink away the last hazy spots, the broken landscape of the Sìth-bhrùth lies before us. Sheer cliffs and craggy plateaus, the crumbling vestiges of a once-glorious kingdom now decaying around the wounds of its violent end. The ceaseless crash of waves echoes off the escarpment, underscored by the keening wind shearing over jagged rock. I shudder as the salty spray mists my skin, bracing against the bitter chill.

The fae tugs us to the cliff’s edge. I swallow hard as vertigo sweeps over me. This rescue is going to result in me being splattered on the rocks below, isn’t it?

With a curl of Aithinne’s fingers, one of the smaller hovering slabs of stone glides through the air to hover before us.

Before I can protest, Aithinne shoves me onto the drifting platform. I barely catch my balance before toppling right over the rim. By the time I right myself, we’re already drifting out over the ravine. The stronghold where I was imprisoned shrinks away behind us.

Aithinne looks me over critically. “Why aren’t you healing? You’re a Falconer, you should be mending faster.”

Don’t admit that since Lonnrach tore your bond something has been broken inside you. Suppressed your power. Marked you.

Admitting it feels too much like admitting to weakness.

“Human,” I grit out. Even that word feels too vulnerable in this place.

She sighs. “Here, allow me.”

Aithinne grips my arm and warmth floods through me as she pushes her power into my battered body. I gasp as it fills me up, setting broken rips and mending torn flesh until I’m made whole again.

“Do try not to die just yet,” she says breezily. “Corpses make abysmal travelling companions.”

“I’ll do my best.” I give her a wry half-smile. “Is sharing our destination too much to ask?”

She lifts a finger, touches it to her tongue, then raises it into the wind. “The human realm, of course. The conditions must be precisely right for me to open a doorway between worlds undetected. It’s a particular talent of mine.”

I start to notice the subtle resemblances between Aithinne and Kiaran. They have the same gleaming dark hair, the same skin – pale and shining like moonlight. And their eyes, while different in colour, share a similar intensity. She presses her brows together in concentration the same way he does. Has the same face that promises murder if displeased.

“Where exactly are these ideal conditions to open a portal located?” I ask, worried.

She gestures over my shoulder. I brace myself before following the line of her finger.

I sigh. Shite.

A shadowy forest caps the cliff ahead, branches bristling like the gnarled antlers of a beast defending its territory. The trees are so thick that no light penetrates below the swaying canopy. Which is likely for the best. The jagged spikes branching off the trunks in all directions look capable of vicious stabbings.

We’re meant to pass through that? I don’t relish walking straight into a spiky arboreal deathtrap unarmed and barely standing.

I exhale through my nose, clinging to calm. “Is opening a portal in a slightly less homicidal landscape impossible?”

“I could open one anywhere,” she says, not seeming concerned. “But if we want to avoid Lonnrach sending his armies to skewer us both in seconds, we have to go through there. That’s where the wind changes.”

I’m developing a pounding headache just listening to her. Powerful breezes somehow instrumental in escaping back home? Perhaps I’ve gone mad and am hallucinating all of this while bleeding out in that mirrored torture chamber.

Our floating rock drifts above the ravine until we draw level with the shadowy tree line. I wish we could keep right on ascending. The ominous forest seems even more threatening when viewed up close. Sinister and watchful.

The instant we near the cliff’s edge, the platform halts. I reluctantly step off onto the stony soil, eyeing the bristling trees. There’s some sort of pale mist wreathing the bases that I hope aren’t toxic. Or flesh-devouring.

“Whatever you do, don’t wander off,” my fae companion says, standing at my elbow. “The shadows in there are living creatures. Understood?”

Living shadows. Of course. Why not? I expected nothing less from a horrific, probably carnivorous forest. “I don’t suppose these shadows are friendly?”

Aithinne smiles. “Oh, I do like your optimism. It’s rather
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