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      I leaned low to avoid overhanging branches. Dubh’s muscles strained beneath me as he galloped, weary from the breakneck pace he had been forced to maintain. We had been trailed at every turn once we’d reached the territory of the Green Court, following the exact path Bekind had pinpointed, and time was swiftly running out.

      The sound of the latest set of horse hooves behind us died away, and I exhaled with relief. They had followed us for too long. My fingers were clawed from clutching the reins. Every part of me ached, and it wasn’t long before more voices shouted a warning. I held in a sigh as Dubh galloped onward, outpacing anyone who tried to follow.

      The Green Court was prepared for war; we had been marked as enemy by those who had once been friend. And it was up to me to end the betrayals for good. We couldn’t have known what would happen when Brendan left on Yvette’s boat six months ago, but I wished there was another way to fix the mess that had been thrown into our laps.

      Dark clouds almost completely covered the lilac moon—a dire warning, some said. The shadows of the forest reached out for us, but I closed my eyes to them all and focused on the path ahead. The cloudy vial hidden in my cloak was a dead weight I wanted to be rid of as quickly as possible.

      Eventually, we came upon the meadow in neutral territory. Beyond that grew the willow tree. If I could just make it that far, we might still have a chance. I smothered a scream as Dubh reared on his hind legs, then I looked down to see what had spooked him. We had narrowly avoided tumbling into a dark hole that had formed when a metre-wide section of earth had collapsed inward, leaving only a blistering black substance behind. The miniature sinkholes were all across the realm and spreading fast, faster than the land could be cleansed by the trees that had been brought back on the ship all those months ago—the ones we had been allowed to keep, anyway.

      Dubh set off again, though more carefully, and we soon neared the willow tree, unencumbered by trackers despite being so close to Green Court territory. I pulled hard on the reins to slow the horse to a standstill. An unnatural darkness instantly gathered around us. Dubh snorted, agitated, but I slipped off his back nonetheless.

      “Go,” I urged him. “Lead them away, then outrun them. I’ll find a way home.”

      He hesitated, biting on my hood in his own fae horse way of telling me to come with him, to be safe. But I was about to sneak into the court of my enemy, and there was no turning back. That particular threat had to be stopped before the realm tore itself apart.

      “It’s time.” I slapped his rump and ran toward the tree as the horse raced away. Hopefully, any patrolling soldiers would follow him and not me. He had a better chance of getting away.

      I had just reached the willow tree when I heard Brendan’s voice behind me. “Cara! What are you doing here? Wait for me!”

      Shivering, I brushed away a sudden tear then bent under the boughs of the trees without even a glance over my shoulder.

      “Cara!” His voice deepened, suddenly closer. Wraith-like hands grasped my wrist, pulling me away from the safety of the tree.

      I lifted the spear, a legendary treasure, and swung the weapon at Brendan’s form. It easily slid through him, and the vision evaporated. A shout of alarm sounded nearby, and footsteps came running.

      Swearing under my breath, I ducked under the tree to kick at the roots. In my eagerness, I missed the right spot and had to try again, losing precious seconds. Then the entrance swung free, and darkness invited me inside. I stepped into the dark and was blinded. Keeping my eyes closed to avoid the dizziness, I felt myself descend deep into the earth. But the voices were close by, and I knew they had found the way inside after me.

      The movement stopped, and I ran down the secret corridor, each light on the wall brightening then dying as I passed them. My first time through the tunnel had been with Brendan. My chest ached at the memory.

      Eventually, I reached the end, but the footsteps were gaining on me. I reached up and groped the wall in the darkness until I found the lever. I pulled it and passed through the newly revealed path, hoping I remembered the rules correctly. I continued on my journey, chilled without another person’s touch leading the way.

      The footsteps had almost caught up, but evidently those behind me didn’t know to touch the lever because screams of pain filled the air before cutting off abruptly. A disturbing silence followed.

      “Only one shall pass,” I whispered, relieved that the trick had worked. Bekind’s spy had been right; the Green Court had been watching for my arrival.

      I ran up the stairs, hearing voices and murmurs from somewhere above. I could smell something cooking, and my stomach rumbled. I hadn’t eaten in a day, not daring to stop long enough to rest. Despite the aching of my legs, I kept running, praying I wasn’t too late.

      Finally, I reached the end of the path and felt the warmth of the hearth on the other side of the hidden entrance. My hands trembled. I was so close. I opened the way and stepped through the fireplace into a set of living quarters in the Green Court.

      Bran’s wan expression greeted me as I fell into the room, barely avoiding the dying embers from the fire. He gathered me in his arms and held me up.

      “You,” he whispered. “Why is it you?”

      I embraced him. “It’s been too long, Bran.”

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “It had to be me,” I said plaintively. “You know why.”

      “It’s too dangerous for you to be here. If they find you, I won’t be able to protect you.”

      “I know.” I plastered on a confident smile. “Everything else is ready. Our armies are waiting to attack. Where is he?”

      “In the bedroom,” he whispered. “But, Cara, I—”

      “We’ve no time!” I ran past him and into the bedroom.

      Brendan was lying on the bed, his face waxy and pale. His hair stuck to his forehead, concealing his scar completely.

      I stopped short, stunned at the sight. “He looks…”

      “Frozen in time?” Bran rubbed his upper arms as though drawing comfort. “He needs no sustenance, and his condition never changes. It’s eerie. A living death.”

      I quietly approached the bed, removing the vial from my cloak. It took me too many tries to unstopper the lid. Bran made to take it from me, but I pushed him away.

      “Will it kill him?” he murmured.

      I refused to answer as I stood by Brendan, my entire body shivering. There was a chance it could go wrong, a chance I would fail and ruin everything.

      “Are you sure about this?” Bran asked from behind me.

      I shook my head. I wasn’t sure at all, but in the months since the ship had returned from across the sea, we had run out of choices.

      I used my thumb to gently move Brendan’s lower lip and open his mouth. His skin felt clammy. I emptied the bottle into his mouth then held his lips together again. Nothing happened that I could see.

      Taking a shuddering breath, I impulsively leaned in and pressed a kiss against his lips. I tasted the bitterness of the Miacha’s latest potion and prayed it would work. The healer women hadn’t stopped trying to figure out how to help Brendan, even when others had given him up as lost.

      “Light the incense,” I said. “The ones from last time will do.”

      Bran moved around the room, and soon a pungent scent filled the air. “Is that it?”

      I shook my head. I got up and opened the window, but I already felt light-headed from the incense. I took out the jar of honey-coloured balm that Bart had instructed the Miacha to make. It was our last resort, our final idea, and if it didn’t work, Brendan would be lost to us. If it did, then the hunchback had a lot of explaining to do.

      I twisted open the balm and scooped some out on my fingers, trying to recall Bart’s instructions. After warming the balm between my hands, I rubbed the oily substance on Brendan’s temples, from his nose to his mouth, behind his ears, and on his throat.

      “Can you open his shirt?”

      Bran hesitated before obeying. “You shouldn’t have come here, you know.”

      “And you should have left this court when you had the chance.” I nudged him out of the way to draw circles over Brendan’s heart and navel. “We both have our reasons.”

      I stepped back, a desperate ache in my throat. Bran handed me a cloth to wipe my hands. He closed the buttons on Brendan’s shirt, his fingers trembling.

      I traced the king’s cold fingers as they clung to the sword of victory. “No change here?”

      “Never even loosened,” Bran said thickly.

      “Think it’s keeping him alive?”

      “I’ve heard whispers. They’re ready to take… drastic measures.”

      “I can’t figure out if his luck is good or bad.”

      Bran held my hand. “He’s lucky. He’s here for a reason. We just have to hope…”

      I nodded, my eyes filling with tears because Brendan’s hand was still ice cold. Warmth would have been a good sign, at least.

      “Nothing’s happening,” Bran said in a flat tone.

      A wheezy sob escaped my lips. I gripped Brendan’s free hand in mine and knelt on the floor, pressing my face to the back of his hand. I prayed to any god that might be listening, but mostly to Brighid. I begged for her to forgive him, to help him. There had to be a reason fate had saved him from the Fade—twice. It couldn’t all be for nothing.

      “Please work,” I whispered. “Please just let this work.”

      Bran squeezed my shoulder, a font of sympathy and reliability. “You should leave. Before you get caught.”

      “I can’t fail,” I said aggressively.

      “You tried your best, Cara.”

      “Not if he dies. We sealed the rift to the Fade. If Bart was right and this curse was designed to gradually send his soul to the Fade, then he’s lost to us forever. I can’t go back and get him this time. This has to work. He can’t die, Bran. It would be so pointless if he died now.” I blew out a shaky breath. “Besides, we need all three rulers to have a chance at beating Chaos. Queen or not, Yvette won’t work with us. We need Brendan.”

      We continued our silent vigil for a few more precious moments, gazing at an impassive face. My heart fractured as the truth began to sink in. Brendan wasn’t waking up.

      If I could use my emotions as a weapon, then why couldn’t I use them to heal, too? I kissed the back of his hand, imagining my body’s warmth flowing into his, wishing it were that easy. If only.

      But then his fingers twitched beneath mine. I jerked up and gazed at his face.

      “What is it?” Bran asked.

      “I thought… I thought he moved.” I shrugged and rose to my feet, unable to look at Brendan and be disappointed again.

      “Wait! Look!” Bran cried.

      I dared look. Brendan’s eyes were fluttering open, his expression full of confusion and weariness. A buzzing in my ears almost set me off balance, but it wasn’t the time to freak out.

      “Sit him up—carefully,” I commanded, moving quickly to pour out a cup of water. “He’ll need to drink a lot. For the next three days, you’ll have to make sure he takes a few mouthfuls every couple of minutes or his organs might wither and die.”

      “That was the risk?” Bran asked in a panicked voice as he adjusted Brendan.

      “Let him take a few sips, and then rub his arms. I’ll take his legs. This’ll hurt for a while, Brendan.”

      Brendan made a sound as though trying to speak. I pressed my finger against his lips. “Not yet. Drink first, and then be quiet. We need them to think you’re still asleep. Bran will explain everything soon.”

      He seemed totally confused, and rightly so, but he obeyed, trusting me. And I smiled, filled with a glorious warmth that had been missing for months. He was alive. He was okay. Everything could go back to normal. Or rather, maybe we’d actually have a chance to finish the job we’d started.

      He sipped then spluttered. Bran laid down the cup and followed my lead, briskly brushing his hands up and down Brendan’s limbs to help the blood warm him.

      When Brendan was able to flex his hand and rotate his ankle, I made to leave, but his hand gripped mine tighter than I would have thought possible, and I sat on the bed next to him instead. He looked at me pleadingly.

      “I’ll wait,” I said.

      Finally, he was able to talk again. “What… happened?”

      I glanced at Bran, wondering how I was supposed to begin explaining what had happened over the last couple of months. Brendan hadn’t been conscious for any of it, and if it hadn’t been for Bran, most of the realm would have believed he was dead already. But the king was awake and talking, and he had a right to know what was going on. And I had to know if the one rumour that haunted me was true.

      “Did you…” My voice was trembling already. “Did you marry her?”

      Brendan blinked rapidly. “Excuse me?”

      A wave of relief ran over me.

      Bran nudged me. “We were right. It couldn’t be true.”

      “What couldn’t be true?”

      I looked away to gather myself. A lot of people had put their trust in my instincts, and if Brendan had truly married Yvette, then armies had prepared for war for nothing.

      Brendan sat up a little more. Angry colour rushed to his cheeks. “Would either of you tell me what the hell is going on?”

      I nodded at Bran. “Can you keep watch at the door? I need a minute alone with him.”

      Bran nodded dutifully. “I’ll be right outside if you need me. Just don’t forget, Cara. You don’t have much time. You have to leave.”

      “I know.”

      I waited until he left the room before starting. “How do you feel?”

      “Confused,” Brendan said grumpily. “And I don’t like it.”

      “What do you remember?” I asked, trying to weed out the truth from the lies.

      “I remember…” He frowned. “I was on the ship. I was, wasn’t I?”

      I nodded. “Go on.”

      “We found… land, giants, daoine sídhe, too. They gave us the trees, and we managed to escape from the giants. On the way back, right before we reached the portal, we were attacked. But with the sword, I couldn’t lose. Except… I was knocked into the water.” His face screwed up. “I thought I was dying. Did I… how long has it been? A day?”

      “Months,” I said solemnly. “You’re still holding the sword. They couldn’t pry it from your hand, Bran said.”

      He looked down at his right hand, still securely wrapped around the hilt of the sword of victory. He slowly let go, alarmed.

      “The water fae were watching for me. They were waiting at the portal. Bran leapt into the water after you to help. He pulled you through the portal, except he was exhausted, and you both needed saving.” I took his shaking hand in mine. “The water fae brought you back to the ship. You were both unconscious by then. But you were on the right side of the portal. The ship was falling apart, barely made it home.”

      A muscle in his jaw ticked. “Who attacked us?”

      “I… we’re not quite sure. We thought maybe Yvette managed to set up the attack, but it could just as easily have been bad luck—those creatures may have hunted in those waters or been guardians or something.”

      “How has it been months then?”

      “All I can tell you is what I know. Would that do?”

      “Yes, yes,” he said snappily. “You were… finding the stone. Did you?”

      “Yes. It was on the Hill of Tara all along. But it looked ordinary until Drake and I touched it. It changed into a tablet and showed us all these images. I think at least two of us have to be present to see the true forms of the legendary treasures. Anyway, we sealed the rift, and we headed for home. Then we got the word that Sorcha was ill, so Drake and I separated. She’s pregnant, and when Donella realised, she organised a coup. But I’d already heard that something was going on, so Arlen and I sent troops to help. Donella’s vanished, but the Silver Court is all right now.”

      He was staring at me curiously, then his face fell. “The trees! Were all the trees lost?”

      “The daoine sídhe elder that you brought back on the boat managed to escape with two trees to the Silver Court.” I grimaced. “But they didn’t work. Or rather, they haven’t worked fast enough. The blight has gotten worse, Brendan. It’s almost as though it’s reacting to us, or maybe this Chaos god has just earned himself a few powerful followers. All we know is that we have to face him. He’s the source of all of our problems.”

      “Well, then I need to get up. I need to help.”

      “You need to take back your kingdom first,” I said softly. “When they brought you back, you were unconscious. We heard rumours you were already dead. It was…” I looked away. “But you were under some kind of curse or poison, because you didn’t wake up. We think you were cursed to die little by little and that perhaps the sword of victory helped you survive longer. You’ve been lying in this bed for months. This is the first time I’ve seen you since you left on the boat.”

      He frowned. “But why?”

      “Yvette said… she claimed that she’d married you. When you didn’t wake up, she declared herself queen.”

      “And Arlen just let her?” he exclaimed.

      I shook my head. “He was accused of treason and sentenced to death.”

      “No,” he whispered.

      “We got him away.”

      I shivered at the memory. I had sent a crew of Darksiders to engage in a midnight rescue before I’d known exactly what was going on. If it hadn’t been for my spies, I might never have had a warning.

      “Arlen’s with Anya in the Darkside. Grim, Realtín, anyone loyal to you had to either leave or…” I stared at my hands. “Bran was able to remain behind. He plays both sides now, and it’s risky, but so far, it’s worked. Bekind comes to check on you and try different antidotes to see if they work. She and Bran took some of your blood, and she brought it to the Miacha. They’ve been working constantly to try and find out what’s wrong with you, but it’s something they’d never seen before. They ran out of options, but someone in my court had a suggestion. It was our last chance, and I wanted to be the one to bring it here. But I’m not a cat, so it was tricky. I used your secret corridor. I hope you don’t mind, but it saved my life tonight.”

      He was staring at me blankly, looking as though he wanted to throw up. “Thank you?”

      “We could have killed you, Brendan. We think your soul was slowly separating from your body. We didn’t know if you would have a reaction to our solution, or even if this fae was actually telling the truth. It was a huge risk that we took with your life, but we had to do something.”

      He nodded. “I didn’t even dream. How is it possible never to dream?”

      “Some kind of curse. A dreamless sleep that sort of froze you in time. I’m sorry to bring the bad news, but your people are divided. Some side with Yvette because of her gold and army; others refuse to accept her. We think that perhaps… perhaps there’s a chance she has something to do with Sadler’s god. The doctor wasn’t the only one to come here. If there are others, they’re the ones causing mayhem. And Yvette certainly has. Marrying her was one thing; letting her kill Arlen and the others was quite another. I may have caused more harm, but there was no way I was going to let it go that far.”

      “I need to take back my kingdom,” he said in a quiet voice. “I have to.”

      “You do. And we have troops waiting right outside your territory. I just have to give them the sign. When you stand at this window, your people will be forced to make a choice between you and Yvette, so wait for the right time. ”

      I picked up a lamp and moved to his window. Soldiers, led by Arlen, were awaiting my signal. I dampened the light a number of times to make a series of flashes. After a moment, the signal was returned.

      “They’re going to march soon,” I said. “Now that they know you’ll be here to greet them.” I looked at him. “You can’t show yourself until they arrive, Brendan. You can’t barge out there demanding your kingdom back. She might have you murdered. I don’t know what she plans, and I don’t care. I’ve done what I came here to do, and now I have to get back.”

      “In a hurry?”

      “Yes. My troops are out there, too. I have to return to them.”

      “And Drake?”

      “His soldiers are standing by mine and yours. We both know we have to stick together to help the realm. It’s too late for power plays.”

      “Are you leaving me already then?” he asked teasingly as I set down the lamp.

      I smiled at him. “I have to go. You should eat only soft food and keep drinking water. The first of the soldiers will reach you within two days. Arlen will be watching your window for you. Stand there if you’re able when you hear the soldiers approaching.”

      “Was it all for nothing?” he asked. “Did I go across the sea for nothing?”

      “Not nothing. The trees do work, but something has gone wrong. The blight is pushing faster and harder against us. Those trees are surrounded by the cleanest soil in the realm, but they’ve had their work cut out for them.”

      “So what do we do next?”

      “We only have one option.” I hid my clenched fists behind my back. “The god of Chaos was trapped a long time ago, somewhere in the realm. But he’s freeing himself somehow. Some part of his power has returned. And we have to find him and kill him, or at least put him back in his box.”

      His eyebrows pulled together into a deep frown. “And how do we kill a god, Cara?”

      I kept my tone confident. “We just need to find all four of the legendary treasures. We have three already. And when we have the fourth, we’ll figure out a way to use them against this god before he destroys everything.”

      “And if we don’t?”

      “Then it’ll be the end of this place, of all our homes.” I looked at the moon. It was time to leave. “Brendan, I’m sorry. I have to go. You’ll have to pretend to sleep if anyone checks on you. Bran said that they rarely do, that he’s the one who takes care of you, but you never know with our luck lately.”

      “Let me at least walk you out.”

      I smiled gently. “You need to rest and eat and get up the strength to face everyone. We still have a job to do, even after you deal with Yvette.” I looked at my feet. “However you want to deal with her.”

      He pressed his hand against my cheek. “You do realise you’ve saved me once again? In the stories, it’s the prince who saves the damsel in distress, yet you’re the one who keeps coming to my rescue.”

      “Those stories are old-fashioned. Who cares about princes and damsels when I’m a bloody queen?” I said with a grin. “I’m just glad it worked. There’s a strange kind of magic around here, Brendan. Even the air feels different. You need to be careful now.”

      “Me? I’m always careful.” He glanced down at himself wryly. “Except when I get sent to the Fade or fall off boats, that is.”

      “The water fae protected you as best they could. But they didn’t realise the enemy was on the ship with you.”

      “Nor did I,” he said thoughtfully. “Is there any way this is a misunderstanding?”

      I bit my lip, wanting to scream at him that it was obvious. “That’s for you to decide, Brendan. This is your court. They follow your rules, whatever you say those rules might be. It’s not for me to judge for you. All I had to do was make sure you were awake to deal with the consequences here.”

      “You risked your life to come here? Truly? Why?”

      “Because I had to,” I said simply. I had been in wretched pain, wondering if he was going to survive. I’d had to see for myself one last time.

      “How are Scarlet and everyone else?” he asked, holding my hand again to stop me from leaving.

      “They’re all fine. We’ll talk when this is over.” I leaned over and kissed his forehead. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was afraid…” My voice broke.

      He pulled me to him for a hug, and I held on, my eyes filling with tears of relief. I had cared about him for a long time, and the thought of never seeing him again… it hadn’t been pleasant.

      As I left, I bade a silent goodbye to Bran. Outside, by the willow tree, Dubh was back and calmly grazing as though nothing was wrong. I let him nuzzle my neck.

      “He’s going to be okay,” I whispered. “Now let’s go kick that devious bitch’s arse.”
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      I rode back to camp, giddy with relief. Since the ship’s return, I had been in a constant state of panic. The thought of losing Brendan forever was too much, and the strength of that feeling had shocked me. I had been busy with other things—my court, the children, trying to lead by example, working on ways to find the final legendary treasure and defeat the blight—but Brendan had been on my mind every single day. And it was time to win him back his kingdom.

      It was as though the closer we got to winning, the harder it became to stay on the right track. Between politics and nature, all of the kingdoms were on shaky footing. Sadler had lost his to me, Drake had almost lost his to Donella, and Brendan had been well on the way to losing his to Yvette. All men outmanoeuvred by women until their friends had come to help. Except Sadler. He had no allies bar a sleeping god. If he had befriended the other courts, I would never have had the chance to rule. Maybe we had learned from his mistakes, after all.

      I clutched the reins as Dubh galloped on in the darkness, never faltering in his step. I mentally thanked Brighid and anyone else who had been looking on us favourably—even Bart, whose idea had been shoved aside for others by my suspicious companions until we had had nothing left to try. Bart, who came from across the water, had come up with the one solution that worked against Yvette’s curse.

      I felt sure that her curse had been born out of desperation. Bran had passed on messages through Bekind since their return to land. On the ship, Brendan had spoken of his doubts about Yvette, and he had been overheard by one of her companions. The boat may have been attacked by outside forces—that was still unclear—but something else had happened in the meantime, and Brendan hadn’t woken up from his relatively minor injuries. Before Bran had regained consciousness, the remainder of Brendan’s loyal soldiers had been forced to flee, and only Bran’s quick thinking and subterfuge in his support for Yvette had kept him by Brendan’s side.

      Friend had turned against friend in the Green Court. They all believed what they wished, and Yvette had gained herself a solid position by pitting herself against those Brendan was known to favour. Other fae happy to take their places had risen up in their stead, and those of us outside the court gave anyone who left shelter. Bekind had infiltrated the Green Court and found Bran, the pair passing messages between both courts as frequently as possible. Arlen had been convinced Bran had betrayed us, but I knew better. He had just done whatever he had to in order to protect his king.

      We had been preparing for months in case Brendan woke. Four armies were ready to force Yvette down, to allow Brendan to step up to his throne. The fourth was the strongest, led by a man called MacKenzie because he thought I would marry him if he helped. And according to my advisers—all but Bart—it was a proposal I should take. It was the smart path to take. Smarter than pining for a king I couldn’t have anyway. Grim had spent half his time trying to convince me that there was no way a king and queen of two opposing courts could make a life together without causing the kind of upheaval that would lead to assassination or even war. Even if we both survived the blight of Chaos.

      Dubh suddenly reared, almost throwing me. I barely stayed on his back, but as he calmed, I saw why he had freaked. A scout stood a couple of metres ahead of us on the path, his eyes wide open and staring. He looked at me, at my black cloak, my black outfit, and my black faery horse, and turned on his heel and fled… toward the Green Court.

      I urged Dubh after him. The scout turned and knelt, whipping out a short bow and rapidly shooting off an arrow. Even though I was already moving for the light shield strapped to Dubh’s side, I barely cut it free in time to block the arrow. The scout scurried out of Dubh’s way and into the woods. Still holding the shield, I leapt off Dubh and raced after the scout, soon catching up to him.

      I threw my shield at him, sending him tumbling. I ran, picked up the shield, and unsheathed a dagger from my boot.

      The scout faced me, indecision flickering across his face as Dubh burst through the trees to flank him. The scout threw down his bow and pulled out a dagger. He was quick and roughly the same height as I was, but there was no way I could let him warn Yvette. Not after the way she had treated my friends.

      And thinking of that made me angry.

      The scout rushed at me, thrusting with his dagger three or four times in quick succession. I used my shield to keep out of harm’s way before rolling past him, holding my shield over my head to stop his last desperate attack. I stabbed low with my own dagger, connecting with the side of his knee. The scout collapsed instantly. Dubh stepped on his back with a large hoof, keeping him in place.

      “Drop your weapons, traitor,” I commanded him.

      “Never, human.”

      My anger spiked, fuelling the darkness in my veins. I pressed my hand against the back of his neck. “You people won’t get the chance to kill him.”

      I projected everything I was feeling, focusing it all into the creature beneath me. I saw my father, Sadler, the doctor, the man who had killed Rat… I saw them all, felt the frustrations of being unable to fight back so many times, and I nurtured that bitterness until it became a weapon the faery couldn’t fight.

      The scout released a whine of fear, instantly drawing me back into the real world. He let go of his dagger and laid his palms flat on the dirt, his fingers trembling. I was shaking, too, after playing a dangerous power game I didn’t truly understand.

      “You’re going to ride back to my camp.” I wiped sweat from my brow. “And if you try anything, Dubh will break your skull. Do you understand?”

      We all froze as something dashed through the undergrowth toward us. I relaxed when I heard panting. A shaggy cú sídhe, his long spindly legs well camouflaged in the darkness, rushed onto the path, almost running into Dubh. I saw an overgrown pup unable to contain his excitement, but the scout squealed in terror, so he obviously saw a monster come upon him.

      “That’s my dog,” I said brightly. “He likes to hunt things that run.”

      “I won’t do anything,” the scout said. “Please.”

      Sighing, I hauled him onto his feet. “Just get on the horse.”

      The scout quivered, shrinking back from the fae animals. “Not that creature.”

      “If you don’t, I’ll just have to tie you to the saddle and make you run behind. The dog does so like things that run.”

      The scout made a weak attempt at getting onto Dubh, who kept stamping his hooves a little too close to the man’s feet. Few people understood the horse’s sense of humour; the scout wasn’t one of them.

      I had to help him climb on, then I mounted, too. The scout did his best not to touch me. Not that I wanted to be touched so soon after wallowing in the taint that marked my veins.

      “Tris, come,” I called, and then we were off.

      Dubh galloped without any more impediments—speeding up when the scout cried out with fear because he liked to show off—until finally, we made it back out of Brendan’s territory and onto neutral ground. Tristram, the hound, ran alongside us, easily keeping up. Bekind had likely sent him to seek me out. I hadn’t dared bring either cú sídhe with me on the way to Brendan’s castle in case they refused to outrun any confrontation we might have faced. They may have been puppies still, but they were growing rapidly in strength and speed. I had witnessed them hunt and knew not to underestimate them.

      We headed for our base camp, the place so many of us had gathered to work together as we strived to take back the Green Court. I wasn’t the only one loyal to Brendan. There were many smaller camps—systematically and regularly moved to avoid detection. Yvette had sent out a couple of small forces in an attempt to push us back, and I had gotten some experience in battle strategy as a result of watching people like Arlen and Donncha plan for any possible event. But it wasn’t until MacKenzie joined us, bolstering our units and providing sound stratagems as though he thought of them in his sleep, that I truly began to feel that we could win.

      Surrounded by soldiers, base camp was likely one of the safest places in the realm, and as soon as we heard the welcomes of the first group of soldiers on patrol, I felt safe again.

      Farther along, Arlen waited for me with a group of men. “You did it.”

      “Not over yet.” I slid off the horse and gestured toward the scout. “Found this eejit on the way.”

      “I’ll deal with him.” Arlen’s upper lip curled into a sneer. “I know him.” He nodded toward the tents close to the watchtower. “The others are waiting for you. Try not to tell them everything before I get there.”

      The tents were bigger than most people’s houses. I headed toward them. The group of allies within consisted of many friends I had made since I’d first arrived in the faery realm. The children were back at my court under the watchful eye of Vix, Orlaith, and a number of others I trusted. Armies separated my court from Yvette; she would be a fool to lower her defences to attack the Darkside now.

      Rumble and Rafe had both accompanied me to the base camp, leaving the rest of our advisers behind to take care of court—apart from Bart, who had promptly disappeared after we’d agreed to try his idea as a last resort. Rumble had hated being left behind while I’d travelled to the Green Court, and I spotted him waiting impatiently outside the tent. I waved at him, and he held open the fabric to let me enter.

      Inside, Bekind waited at Grim’s feet in her cat form, Realtín sitting on her back, absent-mindedly kneading with her tiny knuckles. Bekind wore her human form more often lately, only resorting to the cat when she wanted to protect herself from pesky things like feelings. The scars on Grim’s bald head looked irritated, as though the brownie had been anxiously scratching in my absence. Realtín’s red light swiftly turned gold when she saw me enter.

      “You’re back,” the sprite cried in delight, flying over to curl up against my neck.

      Anya stood to embrace me. The pixie worried for Brendan constantly; he was one of her favourite people. Líle greeted me from her place at Grim’s side, the red embers in her veins and wings glistening with anticipation.

      I greeted Dymphna, the daoine sídhe, then looked at Drake, the father of my child, breaker of my heart, and king of the Silver Court.

      “He’s going to be okay,” I said, knowing he worried for Brendan almost as much as he resented him.

      Drake ran his hands across his face. “Good. We can move on soon.”

      And then the questions started.

      I held up my hands. “Let’s wait for Arlen.” Yawning, I collapsed onto a fur, too tired to stand for a moment longer.

      Drake got up to pass me a cup of coffee. “You look exhausted.”

      “I haven’t been sleeping.”

      A fleeting look of hurt crossed his face. I hadn’t been sleeping because I was so concerned for Brendan. But I was too tired to think about sparing his feelings.

      “Any word from Sorcha?” I asked to remind him he was married to someone other than me.

      “I hear she is improving daily,” he said, masking everything as he transformed back into the cold, unfeeling Drake.

      “I’m glad.” To my surprise, that was the truth. When I had heard through one of my spies that she was sick, I had sent help, and again when my ancestor Donella tried to kill them both and take over the court. I knew some people had wondered why I’d acted so, but I had changed, and so had all of our circumstances. Sorcha was carrying my daughter’s sibling in her womb, and I had lately been able to set free my old grievances and move on. Some things weren’t meant to be, and it was too late for Drake and me to repair whatever we’d had that had resulted in a reckless night and a child he hadn’t wanted to claim as his own.

      “Did you have any trouble?” Grim asked, worry furrowing his brow. “There’s blood on your face.”

      “Oh.” I rubbed at my cheeks with the edges of my cloak. “Not mine. We were followed on the way there, but the secret tunnel took care of any who kept up. On the way back, we bumped into a scout. I brought him back with me. It’s probably his blood. He kept trying to run away.”

      Drake smothered a sound at my nonchalance, and I gave him a sharp look, but his expression was once again impassive. I knew he hated when I acted fae, but if it kept me alive, I didn’t care.

      Arlen joined us, accompanied by two short, Darksider men. Jackie had joined us with his sons on our way to confront Sadler, while Bas, the chieftain of a small tribe, felt he owed me his life.

      “You’re back,” I said in surprise. “I didn’t expect to see either of you for a while.”

      “We brought along a few reinforcements,” Jackie said. “My boys are still recruiting, but we heard things were heating up this way and thought we’d have a nosy around.”

      Bas wrapped his arm around Jackie’s shoulder. “This one’s more persuasive than you think. Are we too late for the battle?”

      “No,” I said with a grin. It was good to know I still had the loyalty of some of my own subjects.

      Arlen looked at me expectantly. “What happened?”

      Warmth spread through my body as I relaxed and indulged the memory. I couldn’t quite hide my smile.

      “It worked. He’s alive; he’s awake. He woke up thinking he had just been on the boat, and he’s a little confused, but he’ll be fine. He and Bran are locked in his room and safe for now. When the time is right, he’ll appear at his window and influence his people. There will still be a battle—I can’t imagine Yvette just giving up—but hopefully, it won’t be anywhere near his room.”

      “Did he…” Anya flushed as she tried to come up with the right words. “Was she truthful about the marriage?”

      I shook my head. “Bran was right, I think. His doubts were made known to Yvette, and she did… whatever the hell she did.”

      A collective sigh of relief sounded around the room. We’d had our doubts—taken risks because of our feelings—but it was good to know we hadn’t been in the wrong. We had been helping our friend for the right reasons.

      “We need to rest tonight,” Dymphna said. “We have a big journey to undertake in the morning.”

      “There may not be a battle at all,” Líle said. “The woman would have to be foolish to go against our numbers.”

      “She was foolish in any case,” Jackie said as he puffed on his pipe. He nudged Bas, his unlikely new best friend. “But aren’t we lucky the MacKenzie man is so taken with the Chaos queen?”

      I glared at him for the reminder. Drake and I had met MacKenzie during our journey with the stone of destiny. The man had proposed that night, and I had offered to let his isolated daughter stay with me for a time. I hadn’t truly expected to see him again, but when Leonora had arrived for her visit, her father had accompanied her. He had pushed his presence on my subjects, spreading word of his strength, wealth, and proposal around my court. After the news about Yvette had broken, members of the Green Court had begun to turn up, looking for sanctuary. MacKenzie waited only a brief amount of time before publicly offering his army as a favour to his future wife. To save Brendan, I had willingly taken MacKenzie’s assistance, ignoring the consequences. The fae were right. Love was weakness. And I still didn’t care.

      I forced myself to my feet. “We leave before dawn. Anyone who remains behind at this camp should be safe. I’m going to get some sleep.”

      “So early?” Bas ran his tongue across his sharpened teeth. “Don’t you want to celebrate?”

      “I’ll celebrate at the wedding.” I nodded at Anya, who smiled shyly. “Night, everyone.”

      I went outside and drank in the cold night air. It was summer in the human realm, and my daughter was about to turn two. I felt as if I had squeezed lifetimes into the last three years, but to the fae with their selective memories, it was as though I had always been around.

      My own court had stabilised, and the fae were slowly forgetting that they had once shunned and feared us Darksiders. My people were a part of the realm now, battling side by side with their old enemies. Even the human realm was returning to a version of normality since I had forbidden my fae from harming humans. I couldn’t control all of the fae in the human realm, but it was a good start.

      But the blight still hurt us, and we were running out of time. We had researched every story, every scrap of information we could find, and there was only one thing we were sure about: we weren’t the first to seek out all four legendary treasures in order to beat a god into submission.

      The black cú sídhe accompanied me to my tent. The other half of the pair was at home with Scarlet and Lily, my foster daughter. Lily’s real name, Liliana, was such a mouthful for Scarlet that we had all taken to calling the child by the shortened form. We hadn’t found her mother, and I had long since stopped wanting to. It was safe to say the court was still adjusting to her presence. They refused to treat her in the same manner they did Scarlet. But between her wet nurse and me, and weirdly enough, Vix, she received plenty of love and affection.

      Lily was weak with the effects of the blight, and it had been touch and go for many months, but she was gaining strength, possibly from Scarlet’s presence. Lily was six months old, and she showed no sign of crawling or sitting up, but she smiled at me when I looked at her, and we exercised her every day. She would likely end up in a wheelchair like Setanta, but at least she had survived. Scarlet was the perfect big sister, absolutely delighted with the new baby.

      Dymphna’s daughter Eithne wasn’t as kind, and she spent more time with Setanta than she had before. She had already reached her fifth birthday, which seemed crazy to me. Time was slipping out of my hands like water.

      In my tent, I lay on a thick fur and curled into a foetal position, Tristram at my feet. Bekind, who had slowly gotten used to the idea of the dogs, slunk in afterward and lay down next to my stomach, letting me wrap my arms around her. The relief was so strong that I couldn’t cope with it. Tears were the only release.

      Brendan was all right, and I loved him, but there would be other Yvettes, other matches that his court needed from him. Kings and queens from two opposite courts could never be together and still behave in the best manner for their people. Even Brendan had told me that, thinking of his own parents, who had tried to forge a joining of the realms. They had been too consumed with each other to think of their people, and I could easily see that happening to me. I had already made reckless alliances for the sake of a love I’d been denying for far too long.

      I quickly wiped away my tears as Realtín flew into the tent and cuddled against my neck. “Poor Cara,” she cooed. “You were very frightened he would die.”

      I tried to laugh. “We have to deal with the god of Chaos. We need all of the kings we can get.”

      I fell asleep quickly that night, completely exhausted by months of stress and sleepless nights. One problem was almost solved, but we had plenty more battles to fight.
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      I felt renewed as I rode Dubh at the head of my troops, accompanied only by the hound, Rumble, and a flag-wielding Rafe.

      I turned to Rafe. “You should turn back soon. They need you at camp.”

      “Soon. I just want to see this for a while longer.”

      And it was a sight to see—four armies marching toward Green territory in the breaking light. I could only imagine Yvette looking out of her bedroom window and seeing us coming for her.

      I giggled at the thought. Even the blackened soil we rode upon couldn’t dampen my mood.

      Rumble, helmeted as always, gave me a sideways glance.

      “Let me have my glee,” I said happily.

      “Some would call such joy unbecoming of a royal.”

      “Some should shut their mouths. This is karma at her greatest.”

      “Yvette should raise a flag of surrender,” he said. “If she wants to live.”

      “She’ll know we need to talk to her first. Besides, the castle’s pretty solid. If she doesn’t realise that we managed to wake Brendan, then she could be confident we won’t get in. And it will take a while to break down those gates.”

      “We can infiltrate in other ways,” Rafe said.

      “We want to keep loss of life to a minimum. The best way to achieve that is if Brendan shows himself and his own people open the gates.” My entire body trembled in anticipation. Was that what bloodlust felt like for Brendan? A
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