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Stranger in the Wood

Flora


W



ar is never glorious. That’s a lesson we women learn at our mothers’ knees. Apart from those closest to the immortal royals, no human in Alba Scoria will benefit from this battle over the throne they stole from us—the one neither side deserves.

Destruction marches ever closer, and I’m preparing in every way I can: working the horses, storing food for a siege, readying medicines for the injured. The Clan Council may never accept me as Chief, and the Ever laws may forbid it. But none of that changes the fact that I won’t let Dunhaelic fall.

Today, the cold bites deep. My fingers are numb on the reins against Ari’s steaming neck. The sun spills pink and crimson over the hilltops behind us, yet ahead in the Sacred Wood where the old military road climbs among the ancient trees, frost and gloom still linger beneath the mid-April canopy.

Ordinarily, I’d turn back at the edge of the Wood. Now I give in to a whisper of rebellion instead. Urging the stallion faster, I lose myself in the sensations: the surge of his muscles, the chuff of his breath, the thunder of hooves on hard-packed earth. Crouched low over Ari’s mane, the wind whips my face and billows the long skirt I’ve kilted through my belt for riding.

We’re flying, the ground blurring beneath Ari’s strides. Then he suddenly snorts and throws his head. His shoulder drops out from under me, and he turns to bolt back the way we came.

I fight to keep my seat and hold him.

“Easy, lad. What is it?” I pull him in a circle, patting his neck as I force him forward again. He watches the slope on our right with his ears pinned back and his eyes rimmed white.

Nothing stirs around us. Nothing rustles. Yet still Ari bucks and fishtails, jolting me against the pommel.

Pain flashes white, and I circle him again, keeping him moving.

Then I realise that I’ve been slow to understand. It’s always hard for me to pinpoint the source of sound. My left ear is deaf, but I don’t need both ears to hear what isn’t there.

Silence coils around us. Gone is the usual dawn chorus of thrushes and blackbirds, whose morning calls can seem insistent enough to wake the dead. Gone, too, are the rustlings of squirrel and hunting cat, of marten and deer and capercaillie.

Something large is hiding among the trees.

It’s the perfect place for an ambush. Centuries of wagon wheels and iron-shod horses have worn the road away, leaving steep banks of earth and roots on either side that cut off any escape. The thick-trunked trees would give good cover for a highwayman or a deserter to lie in wait, but it could also be some of our own missing men returning.

I whistle the five notes of Dunhaelic’s signal call and wait. 

No one answers.

Still, part of me clings to hope. We’ve already lost my brothers and father, along with too many warriors, in the battles that came before the recent massacre at Culodur.

If any of our men survived, I need to know. They could be weak, or wounded and unconscious.




Shifting Ari’s reins to one hand, I draw the dagger from my belt. My fighting skills are limited at best, but if all else fails, I have the one trick of magic I’ve managed to teach myself. The ember of our outlawed power that lives inside me has burned low recently, but with luck, it will answer when I need it.
I kick Ari sharply. He rears in protest, then surges into a gallop. I run him ten yards, wheel him, and use his momentum to scramble up the bank.

Weaving through trees and low-growing brush, I search for intruders and follow a diagonal line towards the ridge to cut off anyone lurking near the road. The haunting stillness follows us, and Ari’s footsteps rustling through the leaves and bracken sound impossibly loud. Then, twenty yards below the ridge, a gust of wind stirs up a strange, sweet scent.

Fingers of ice crawl along my back.

I’ve encountered this stench before—only once, but some memories burn themselves into your soul and refuse to fade. The smell hurls me back four months into the landscape of my nightmares.

I’m walking among the bloated dead on the battlefield where I went to retrieve the bodies of my father and oldest brother. Searching each corpse for familiar features, I stumble over the severed head of a Grey—one of the Raven Queen’s monstrous enforcers. Its bleached irises stare sightlessly, ash-coloured skin stretched over features twisted by the Queen’s corrupted magic.

I back away in horror and fall onto the Grey’s headless body. The sweet stench of its blood is everywhere, infused with a dark magic that claws against my skin and makes my own power recoil. Lurching to my feet, I brush at the crust of dried blood that clings to my hands, my skirts, my bodice—wherever I touched the Grey’s stained uniform and scarlet cloak.

The memory chokes my lungs. I gulp deep breaths and blink away the tears that blur my eyes.

Today, I will not cry.

My tension, on top of the smell of blood, only adds to Ari’s nerves. He plants his legs and refuses to go farther.

“Easy, my handsome,” I whisper. “We can both be brave.”

If there’s a Grey bleeding in the Sacred Wood, I need to know. I can’t risk having one of the Raven Queen’s abominations follow me back to Dunhaelic Keep.

Ari rears as I kick him forward. His front legs thrash the air. Then his hind legs skid on the incline, and I jump from the saddle to keep him from going over backwards. Clinging to the reins, I pull his head down and wait until he steadies. His heart pounds so hard it thuds against my shoulder.

I coax him forward. Then a dozen yards below the ridge, we edge around a thicket of dog rose blocking our path, and Ari snorts and stops. Head low and ears pricked, he stares fixedly at something on the ground ahead.

The trees have thinned to scattered birches and wind-gnarled pines. Light slants through them to reveal a man lying on his back. A few yards beyond him, a second man lies face down. He’s tied across the saddle of a dappled mare who’s collapsed onto her side. The mare’s ears twitch, but she doesn’t raise her head.

Neither man is moving.

They aren’t Greys—they don’t have the pale skin or deformed limbs of the monsters the Raven Queen uses as enforcers. But they aren’t human, either.

The magic of the mortal Cailleach Queens was outlawed four hundred years ago when the Sun King came through the Veil and butchered most of my bloodline. Where the ancient magic survives, we guard the secret closely, but what little remains in my blood doesn’t carry nearly the strength that charges the air around these Everfolk.

They’ve done their best to look ordinary, dressing themselves in coats and breeches like tradesmen from the south instead of their usual finery or the kilted plaids our Highland warriors wear. Still, even if I couldn’t sense the magic coming from them, the swords buckled at their belts would give them away as the rebel king’s companions.

My pulse kicks into a run as I consider what their presence—and deaths—might mean. Neither side in this cursed war is any better than the other. Not only that, but these men didn’t die alone. Their bodies have been arranged. The man on the horse is tied to the saddle, but the other lies like a corpse in a coffin, with his hands folded across his chest.

Someone else was here—may still be here.

The thought brings on an eerie sense of being watched. Gooseskin prickles along my arms, and the sweat-slicked hilt of the dagger digs deeper into my palm.

I turn in a slow, wide circle, searching every shadow that shifts in the wind and each tree trunk thick enough to offer a place to hide. Nothing moves, and Ari’s attention stays fixed on the mare and the two dead bodies around her.

Eventually, my heartbeat eases. Inch by inch, I persuade Ari to move upwind until I find a sturdy tree where I can tie him. Then I creep back for a closer look. Ari whickers anxiously, pulling at his reins and pivoting to watch me.

The sweet smell of the Evers’ blood and the warmth of magic thicken as I approach the bodies. I can’t see where the man on the horse is injured, but he’s bled enough to leave a purple-brown crust dried along the withers, belly, and foreleg of his horse, and more blood has stained the coat and shirt front of the man lying stretched out on the ground. Yet if they are truly Everfolk, and if any of the ancient stories are to be believed, then it makes no sense that they would die of wounds like these.

According to the stories our elders tell by firelight, Everfolk can only die if their heads are removed or their hearts are pierced by steel forged with a celestial ore fallen from the heavens. Such a death is instant, leaving no time for their healing magic to do its work.

These men still have their heads, and if their hearts were pierced, then they must have been here in the Sacred Wood when they were killed. That is a problem for many reasons.

In all the generations since the doorways through the Veil were closed, we can name only twelve Evers who crossed here from Tirnaeve: the Sun King who murdered our last true queen, Vheara—the Raven Queen—who killed him last year, and the rebel king and his Riders who arrived shortly after to challenge her for what he considers to be his father’s crown.

If these dead Evers were among the rebel king’s close companions, the Sun King’s so-called heir will demand revenge.

Snakes of fear coil through my heart as I think it over. The king’s wrath isn’t the only danger. If Vheara discovers Riders here, she’ll take it as proof that I’ve been sheltering her enemies.

Neither side would need to prove any of us at Dunhaelic were guilty of these deaths. Their laws make it a hanging offence to harm an Ever—no questions, no trial, and no reprieve. And I wouldn’t face the gallows by myself. Vengeance, like water, trickles down to those below, and everyone I’m meant to protect would be as good as dead.

My knees shake as I move to the nearest Ever. I crouch beside him, and a hot flush of magic ripples across my skin. More magic than I’ve ever felt. But that’s not the only shock. Although the ancient tales talk about the beauty of the Everfolk, seeing it in front of me makes my breath catch.

The Ever is handsome in a way that explains the warnings in the ancient stories—the blinding, dangerous sort of beauty that’s said to make humans lose their will and descend into madness. His features are too eerily perfect, his black hair has the gleam of raven’s wings, and the blue eyes that look unseeingly into the sky catch the light like layers of stained glass, revealing more colours the deeper I look.

His sightless stare unnerves me, and I brush my fingers across his lids to close them. The skin is still warm. I flinch from the contact, and my hand grazes a pale-blue crystal set in a ring on his right hand.

A jolt of pure power jars me as I touch it—so hot and bright that it pulls an answering flare from the ember of magic that burns inside me. Snatching my hand away, I wait for the sensation to ebb. But I miss it when it’s gone. My magic misses it, which makes no sense since my magic isn’t Ever magic. Careful not to touch the ring again, I bend closer to examine the crystal set within it. There’s movement inside, gold threads of magic dancing like lightning behind a thin haze of cloud.
The movement is mesmerising, holding me captive a moment too long after Ari snorts and stomps his foot. By the time the thud and the jingling of his bridle finally register, his muscles are braced as he uses his back to pull harder against the reins that tie him to the tree.

Then a twig snaps somewhere close. Behind me? To the left?

I spin around, searching. But there’s nothing. No one.

Well, I refuse to play this game.

“Who’s there? Come out and show yourself instead of hiding like a coward.”

The Wood falls unnaturally still. Then shadows stir beneath an oak tree to my left.

“I know you’re there,” I say, gripping the dagger tighter.

A voice answers me from the shadows. “Careful, little one. Taunt the things you fear, and you might just prove you were right to be afraid.”

The voice is male—deep and resonant. A predator’s voice, claws barely sheathed.

A shiver erupts along my spine. I draw on the cool, gritty power of the earth and fuse it with the ember that lives inside me. Needles of magic rake through bone and tissue as I force it outward, driving it into the dagger. The blade groans, lengthening and thickening until it becomes a perfect replica of my father’s sword and rests cold, heavy, and steadying within my grasp.













An Ever steps forward, his figure cloaked in gloom, footsteps whispering over the frost-crusted moss. He’s larger than the bodies behind me seemed, taller and broader, his features carved in bold strokes beneath gilded hair that’s tied half-up in a warrior’s knot. He looks gaunt, worn down, though he still wears command and power like a second skin. And while he’s every bit as beautiful as the others, that doesn’t detract from a sense of menace.

“You can put that illusion away,” he says, glancing dismissively at my sword. “Someone will mistake it for a threat if you’re not careful.”

“It’s no illusion,” I say, “and the threat is no mistake. Come any closer, and I’ll gladly prove it.”

His eyes harden. “You do know what I am, don’t you?”

“An Ever…a Rider,” I say, resisting the urge to spit the words.

“We prefer Siorai to your mortal epithets,” he says. “But yes. So why do you confront me when you should run?”

“You’re on our land, and no one here invited you. Just leave. Go away. We don’t need more trouble.” My voice stays steady, but the sword quivers and gives me away.

He moves towards me, one step, then two. I back an equal distance, trying to give myself time to think.

His hand rests lightly on the hilt of his sword, and the breadth of his shoulders and arms leaves no doubt about how easily he can wield it. Then his next step brings him out from the shadows into a shaft of broken sunlight, and for the first time, I see the blood slicking his coat and seeping down one leg of the breeches he wears tucked into leather boots. His skin is pale and beaded with sweat, the silver-gold hair that falls to his shoulders damp at the temples and clinging in darker strands along his jaw.

He’s wounded. Weakened. Maybe I have a chance.
My blade won’t kill an Ever, but I’d lay odds his is made of celestial steel. Is he weak enough that I can grab it?
His mouth twitches at the corners as if he knows exactly what I’m thinking. “Don’t do anything foolish,” he says. “Believe me, if I’d wanted you dead, you would never have seen me coming.”

There’s a strange note of bitterness in the quiet statement, but he takes another step closer. Gripping my own sword tighter, I reach for more magic to feed it. Then I wait for an opening.
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Bloody Palms

Chyr
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he woman must have a death wish. I’ve no magic left, and I can scarcely lift the sword I’ve carried nearly all my life, yet I could still crush her as easily as a rose beneath my heel.

If she fears me, she hides it well. She promises nothing and cloaks herself in defiance, which only makes the situation harder. Another soul on my conscience today would be the straw that breaks me, but the oaths carved into my flesh pay no heed to courage or innocence. If they judge her a threat, I’ll have no choice. 

I need a way to save her from herself. From me.

Tuirse and Oran, my brothers in arms these past four centuries, are dead from these strange wounds that do not heal, and I couldn’t protect any of the mortals who’ve died trying to help us. Reaching Tirnaeve to demand the army we were promised isn’t only required to win the war. It’s the one way I can make those deaths count for something. My oaths aside, I can’t put that at risk by letting this woman get word back to the Raven Queen that we were here. For all I know, she could be working for her.

“Tell me how your illusion works,” I say. “Is Vheara giving out some new sort of amulet to her allies?”

“The Raven Queen has given nothing to anyone but herself.” The woman sends me a glare that could eviscerate a man at fifty paces. “Not that your so-called king is any better.”

The answer doesn’t help me much. It says little about her loyalty, but then I’m not sure what I’m hoping to achieve. The size of the bounty Vheara has placed on our heads would tempt a priest to turn his mother over.

Thinking is getting harder. The wind sweeps down from the crest of the hill, and I clench my teeth to stop them chattering. Without my magic, I’m cold to my marrow, and the early sun brings scant warmth to the moss-strewn earth.

I’m not used to being weak. My power has always been enough, and unlike the other Riders, I’ve never been tempted to pay the High King’s runesmiths exorbitant sums to carve more damned magic into my skin without knowing what else might be embedded in it. Still, in this moment, I’d give my eyeteeth for a rune or two. A small glyph to bolster my air magic could raise the temperature around me and dry the cold sweat from my skin. A conduit to my fire magic could heat my blood and stop the shivering. Simple tasks, both of them. Tasks I’ve taken for granted since I was no more than a cub, but now I’ve no power left, and my body diverts every bit of power I can pull from Tirnaeve through my Veilstone ring directly into keeping me alive.

“Can we call a truce?” My hand shakes as I pull it from the hilt of my sword and show the woman my open palms. “Threatening each other serves no purpose.”

Her eyes narrow as she frowns at my hands, which I realise belatedly are slick with blood. That’s probably not the soothing gesture I had hoped it would be.

Whether she chooses to believe I don’t mean to hurt her, or she simply can’t hold the illusion any longer, she finally lets the magic go. The sword shrinks and reshapes itself until only a narrow, ordinary dagger remains.

Black dots dance across my vision. I step towards her, treading with care to keep the wound in my chest from bleeding faster.

“Do you have a house nearby?” I ask. “I need a shovel and a horse that isn’t spent. If you’ll let me borrow those and pretend you never saw me, I’ll ensure you’re paid twice the reward that Vheara’s offering for information.”

“Is that your alternative to killing me and stealing my stallion?” Her chin lifts, and she draws herself up, her shoulders stiff and stubborn. “How do I know you won’t do that anyway, the moment I let down my guard?”

“Forget the horse, then. I’ll be thankful for the shovel and your promise.”

“I don’t want your money. Not everyone’s for sale.”

“Please. I’m asking for your help. My magic and the mare are both exhausted, and Oran and Tuirse are—they were—my friends. My brothers. I can’t leave them like this. Surely everyone deserves dignity in death. Don’t they?”

“The same dignity your kind gives us?” she asks with her voice shaking. “Leaving our dead to rot on your battlefields until their own families can scarcely find any familiar features? Slaughtering us in violation of the Compact between our worlds? The fact you’re in Alba Scoria at all breaks that accord—stripping us of what little dignity your laws have left us.”








Oran or Tuirse would have had her on her knees at swordpoint for her disrespect if they were alive.

But she isn’t wrong.

I step closer, searching for something to say—an apology, a reassurance. 

She backs another step, stumbling over the hem of the skirt kilted through her belt. The shawl pinned around her shoulders billows in the wind. It’s one of those endless Highland plaids, a broad tartan pattern in deep green and blue, shot through with narrow bands of yellow. Her hair whips around her face, the long strands darker near her scalp and streaked everywhere else in shades from moon-pale blonde to red the colour of flame. Her eyes, in contrast, are a cool, deep grey. They stare back at me, unflinching.
A fresh wave of pain kicks me in the chest. I reach for a stunted birch nearby, clutching the lichen-softened bark to keep from falling.

The woman sighs and turns away.

I expect her to walk uphill to where she left her black beast tied, but she crosses back to Tuirse’s dappled mare instead, running practised hands along her legs and withers. Murmuring soothing nonsense, she checks for injuries and pinches the skin on the mare’s neck to see how fast it bounces back.

She knows horses, that much is clear. Despite being dehydrated and exhausted, the mare does her best to get up when the woman coaxes her, though Tuirse’s weight over the saddle is still too much. Seeing that, the woman rolls Tuirse over, grasps him beneath the arms, and starts to drag him to lie beside Oran on the ground. A feat, given Tuirse’s weight.

I try to force my legs to support me so I can go to help her. My head only swims the harder, and before I can move, the woman has finished. Her chest heaves with the effort, and she stands looking down at Tuirse. Then she stoops beside him and crosses his hands over his chest in the sign of peace. That’s a kindness I don’t expect, and somehow it unmans me.

She has nothing to gain from such tenderness, but she gives it despite what she clearly thinks of Siorai and the cruelties we’ve inflicted on her people.

My chest throbs, and I press my hand against the wound. It’s bleeding again. The rough wool of the unfamiliar coat squelches under my fingers, and a wave of dizziness makes the trees spin. The Pit take me, but I’d prefer a blade through the heart over this festering weakness.

It’s too much to hope the woman doesn’t notice. Of course, she does.

“Sit down before you fall, you bloody idiot,” she says. “I’ll have enough work burying two bodies without you adding another to the count. Let me get the mare to her feet so she doesn’t hurt herself, then I’ll see what I can do for you.”

It takes a moment to process the words, and I don’t dare let go of the birch to lower myself to the ground.

“Thank you,” I say. The words come out in a humiliating rasp.

The mare has shifted her weight to get her knees beneath her, but she can’t manage the final push to her feet. The woman takes the reins to keep them from tangling and causing the mare to panic. Then a puff of magic surrounds them both—a shimmer and stir of air so faint that if I weren’t gifted with magic-sense, I would never notice it. The mare’s breath slowly lengthens as she calms.

I didn’t see the woman touch an amulet or any rune, and this gentle energy feels nothing like Vheara’s corrupted sorcery. The woman is human, I have no doubt, but the native magic of Alba Scoria has been eradicated—the Sun King saw to that—so it’s difficult to reconcile what I sense from her with what I know. I’d almost say the woman was using Siorai magic, and that’s definitely not possible. The sealed doorways have blocked nearly all of Tirnaeve’s power from leaking through. Even the Veilstone rings the runesmiths created to supply us with magic give us far less than we need.

Another cramp of pain squeezes my chest. A crow lands on a nearby branch as if to taunt me, and when the cramp eases, I look up and find the woman staring at me.

A faint pink stains her cheeks when her eyes meet mine. “Do you have a flask?” she asks. “Where are your supplies?”

“We lost them. We’ve been on the run for days.”

Her brows furrow in what looks like disapproval, and I don’t know why that bothers me. I’ve no right to anyone’s good opinion. Still, I find myself wanting to explain: “We’ve been evading the queen’s hunters since we lost at Culodur three days ago. We lived through the battle, then an ambush the next morning left these wounds. We thought nothing of them at the time, yet they refuse to heal, and we’ve had no time to rest. With the three of us injured, we were too slow to outrun a pair of Greys who were closing in. The other Riders took all but Tuirse’s mare to draw the Greys away—”

“Greys are close by? Here?” The woman’s skin has gone pale as if she knows exactly how dangerous that would be.

I’d like to tell her not to worry, say that I’ll protect her, but I can’t.

“If not those two, then others will be coming. The queen will keep searching for us. For anyone who survived the battle. She is out for retribution.”

A cough racks my body, and my knees fold out from under me. The bark of the tree grates against my arm as I slide to the ground. The woman runs towards me, but thinking about Vheara and all the destruction she will bring to her enemies makes me remember the danger I’m putting this woman in simply by being here. I can’t—I won’t—put her at more risk.

“You should leave,” I say. My tongue feels stiff, and the woman’s face swims in and out of focus. “Save yourself. Pack what you can carry and move your family south. Stay somewhere far from the Highlands until the queen’s thirst for revenge is spent. There may be little left here by the time you return, but at least you’ll be alive.”

Her lips move as she responds, but my ears ring, and I can’t hear anything. The ground lurches sideways and rushes up to meet me. Sky and forest and moss-furred earth all blur to black, and my breath escapes when I hit the ground.

The woman’s soft hand on my skin is the last thing I feel. Her touch is gentle and kind—and the Father only knows, kindness is more than I deserve.
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he Ever crumples to the moss. His pale hair spills around him, and the sharp lines of his jaw go slack in a way that only heightens the shock of seeing all that immortal strength toppled to the ground.

I inhale deeply and try to will myself to stay calm. The scent of birch and pine resin and cool, wet earth serves to ground me. Somewhere a thrush calls and another answers.

I press my hand against the Ever’s throat, feeling for his pulse. It’s there, faint and thready. He isn’t dead. Not yet, anyway, but there’s too much blood seeping from his chest.

Why isn’t his body healing itself? Evers are meant to be able to survive almost any wound, and this injury must have happened days ago.

Though really, it would make things simpler if he died. Wouldn’t it?

He’s unconscious, and his sword lies within easy reach. The pommel glimmers in the sunlight, a solid globe of yellow crystal with a heart that glows like fire. I can feel the heat and magic rolling from it, so there’s no doubt the weapon is made of celestial steel.

He probably wouldn’t even feel it if I drove the blade into his heart. Then I could bury all three Evers deep enough to ensure no one would ever find them.

I stare down at him, trying to work up the courage to take the sword from its scabbard. But even unconscious, there’s something about him that is equal parts magnificent and vulnerable. Something almost human in the way his brows draw together, leaving a small crease that speaks of tension, and in the way that pain etches small brackets around his lips.

Like generations of women in my family, both of my grandmothers were healers. The thought of betraying what they taught me locks my hands in place.

Mercy is a two-edged weapon. I have no doubt it will come back to make me bleed. Yet I can’t bring myself to kill the Ever, and I won’t let him die. Though his presence here is dangerous, if I kill him while he’s defenceless, I’d be no better than the Everfolk are.

Cursing myself, I drop to my knees beside him. Cold damp from the moss seeps through my skirts as I lay him on his back.

He doesn’t wake, even when I unfasten the buttons of his coat and drag it from his shoulders. The fabric catches on his arm, and his shirtsleeve slides down to his elbow, revealing a dozen or more rows of runes circling his biceps in tight black bands. They’re not tattoos—not merely that. Scored deep into the flesh, they’re blackened in a way that’s left them angry. Something about them repels me, and I find myself reaching for my dagger to slit his shirt open so that I don’t have to touch them as I pull it off.

There’s a thick, blood-soaked bandage already wrapped around his chest and stomach. I slice through that, too, and my nose wrinkles at the sharp, metallic tang of something that isn’t the iron found in human blood. This is more like the air after a lightning strike.

The sodden bandage drips with blood as I peel it back to reveal a gash that starts a hairbreadth below whatever passes for the Ever’s heart. Bone gleams white between torn flesh crusted with unnatural streaks of black that make my magic roil and flinch away. My hands shake as I sit back on my heels, but that area nearest the heart is the worst of all the damage. The wound grows shallower down the laddered muscles of his abdomen, and by the time it vanishes under the waistband of the breeches that sit low across his hips, it’s little more than a thin pink line of healing skin.

The Ever groans beneath my touch, rolling his body towards me, his breath too hot against my wrist.

The blackening worries me more than his fever does. I’ve only seen this sort of reaction once—when my brothers shot a boar with arrows dipped in wolfsbane. It took the poor, poisoned beast days to die.

Unless I help him, the Ever won’t survive. He certainly won’t be strong enough to leave. It’s a full day’s ride to the boundaries of Domhnall land in every direction, and if he collapses again, there’s no telling who might find him.

Even if I decide to treat him, I’ll need water and supplies, and he’s too weak for me to move him. I’ll have to work in stages.

With a sigh, I reach beneath my skirt and use my dagger to cut off a section of my chemise to serve as a temporary bandage before I leave to gather moss and pine pitch to slow the bleeding.

I push his coat aside, and something crackles in the left pocket—a folded piece of parchment sealed in wax.

A corner of the document is stained with blood nearly the same red-brown colour as the seal. The wax is warm from the heat of the Ever’s body, and it has lifted away from the paper on one side. It practically begs me to read it, but the Ever is still losing blood.

I set the document aside while I take advantage of his unconscious state and bind his chest as tightly as I can. Then I pick the document up again and weigh the potential invasion of privacy if I read it against my responsibilities.

It’s well past sunrise now, and Dunhaelic Keep will be in motion. Iain will be feeding the mares, Faolan checking the battlements, Morag baking, and Catriona carrying my mother’s breakfast to her solar. Peat smoke and warm yeast will mix with the scent of horses and heather on the wind. These are the scents of my beloved Dunhaelic.

There’s so little left of what my home once was, and too few people remaining in my care. Some days, the loneliness of that weighs heavier than the grief, but I feel guilty even thinking it. Those who remain with me have lost as much in this war as I have, yet they work beside me every day to keep what’s left intact. I cannot let them down.

The parchment unfolds with a whispered hush, and I read the first words. My heart kicks into a sprint as I realise the document is a letter addressed to the rebel king.

 

Your Royal Highness,

As no one in Alba Scoria has gambled more than I have in supporting your cause, I find myself deeply affected by our loss at Culodur and the difficulty in which Your R.H. finds himself.

Sir, I hope you will forgive a few truths upon which all our commanders agree. It was highly wrong of the High King to send you here without the men, gold, and supplies needed to restore you to your crown. If the Raven Queen retains the throne of Alba Scoria, it shall be on that account.

I must also acquaint Your R.H. that we are all convinced Lord Sean, whom Your R.H. considers the greatest of friends, committed gross blunders on every occasion. By overruling me on the subject of retreat, I must assure you that this man, in whom you have placed so much trust, has either betrayed you or is as unfit to be a general as he is to be a shoemaker. He has disgusted all our army to such a degree that it bred a mutiny in our ranks. In short, you place too much confidence in him and in one or two of your other companions.

Please consider this warning as you plan your return from Eireen with the additional mercenaries needed. I shall await word of your plans to land the reinforcements and stand ready to venture my life in the cause whenever Your R.H. returns. But to be sure, unless Lord Sean and your Riders give greater regard to my opinions, I cannot flatter myself with hopes of success.

I remain, with great zeal, Sir, Your R.H.’s most obedient and humble servant,

Seoras Mora

 

The letter trembles in my hand. I read it through a second time before folding it closed.

Lord Mora—General Mora—commands the rebel army.

This letter matters. It makes the Ever an even larger target for the Raven Queen, but it does more than that.

If Vheara finds out the rebel king means to land a force of Siorai warriors from Tirnaeve, along with hired soldiers from other mortal realms, she would scorch the earth to stop him. And does the king already know that one or more of his Riders may be a traitor? Is the traitor the reason the two Riders are dead and the third barely clings to life?

General Mora could be wrong, of course. I know too little to make assumptions. But the thought that crosses my mind before I can stop it is ugly and practical at once. In the right hands—or the wrong ones—this letter could change the outcome of the war.

The main problem remains the same. Whichever side eventually wins, there will still be an Ever on the throne of Alba Scoria, and I’ve no right to decide that outcome.

Keeping Clan Domhnall safe grows harder day by day, and the people in my care will pay for my mistakes. Indecision helps no one, though. I need to move.
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Out of Magic

Chyr
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y head pounds like war drums, and my chest is on fire. I blink against the sunlight. The wind lifts the scent of pine mixed with blood and resinous smoke.

I’m sitting, and my back is propped against a narrow, lichen-crusted birch. The sun is higher, so I must have drifted in and out of consciousness for some time.

Disjointed images shift through my mind: a face outlined in flame and moonlight, a voice commanding me to drink. Before that, or maybe after, the same voice is coaxing Tuirse’s mare to drink.

And Oran’s body…

Shivering, I remember his boot heels cutting through leaf-strewn moss as the woman dragged him up the hill and out of sight.

My mouth is as dry as ash and tastes of human whisky, which explains the pounding head. Was it the flame-haired woman who gave me that? But why? At least I couldn’t have drunk much of it, or as miserable as I am at the moment, I’d be feeling worse.

I can smell her on me: crushed bog myrtle and rosemary, with a damp undertone of earth. The scent clings to my skin and to a clean bandage that gleams white against the filthy tatters of my bloody shirt and unbuttoned coat.

Earlier, when she was holding the sword illusion, she looked at me as though she hoped the blade was real so she could gut me with it. Yet when she had an opportunity, she tended to my wound instead. I warned her to leave, and she helped me anyway.







There’s no sign of her now. The woods are hushed, save for the scrape of leaves in the wind. A murder of crows argues somewhere in their raucous voices.

My stomach heaves, and I twist to the side as a wash of bile escapes me. I spit and wipe my mouth, but the taste of iron and acid remains, and a cold sweat glazes my skin.

Needing to steady myself, I set my hand on the ground beside me. It’s only then that I feel the absence of the familiar thrum of power at my side. After four centuries as a Rider of the Anvar’thaine, the Great Hunt, the Master’s Sword is an extension of myself. I know its resonance and the feel of the magic it gives off even when it’s dormant.

Spongy lichen sticks to my palm as I force myself to my knees. I’m shaking harder now, teeth clicking like deathwatch beetles. My heart gallops unevenly as I search the moss and ground around me. Every movement sends fresh fire through the wound, even worse than before, but that’s the least of my troubles.
Despite the fever that grips me, the cold emptiness inside tells me I’m dangerously out of magic. My body won’t stop trying to heal the wound, so I’ll deplete myself back into unconsciousness if I don’t get ahead of it.

I reach for my Veilstone, but the crystal that channels magic through the Veil between the worlds offers me nothing: no threads of Tirnaeve’s golden power, no strength, no warmth to counter this freezing void. Shocked, I look down at my hand and see only a pale line on an empty finger.

The sword’s absence might have been innocent enough—the woman could have set that aside somewhere as she dressed my wound. But there’s no reason for her to have taken the ring. None apart from greed.

My throat tightens as I fumble with the fabric of my coat and reach into the pocket.

That, too, is empty.

Father of Curses, the woman has taken everything from me—my sword, my magic, my very purpose. If that letter falls into Vheara’s hands…I’ll fail the king and break the oaths carved into my skin and soul.

Even the thought of failure sends a pulse of ice and pain through the oathbands around my arm, but I don’t need to be reminded.
My hands curl into fists at the thought of the thousands of lives Vheara has shattered already. Those will be nothing compared to the carnage if she’s allowed to keep the throne of Alba Scoria.

I cannot—I will not—let that happen.

A wash of red blurs my vision as I think of the flame-haired witch. The image of her burns bright in my mind so clearly that I can almost feel the touch of her fingers tending my wound. My stomach twists, and the ice in my veins is a harsh reminder. I will bloody kill her. Then I’ll get back everything she took from me.

Using the birch as leverage, I force myself to my feet. Darkness rushes in from every side, and mercifully, I pitch back to the ground.
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I can’t move the Ever until he’s lucid enough to get on a horse himself, so there’s nothing to do but wait and hope that the water and whisky I gave him, and the sphagnum moss and fir pitch I packed into the wound before I bound it, will work a small miracle of healing. In the meantime, the mare needs tending, too.

Forage has been slow to return after the lean Highland winter, but spring grass, horsetail, and nettles all grow nearby. I collect two armloads and bring them back to where I’ve tied the horses. The stream is across the ridge from where I left the Ever, but it’s the nearest source of water.

It’s been two hours since I found the Ever, and Ari has missed his breakfast, so he shows no restraint as soon as I set the forage down. The mare only sniffs at the offering, and I’ve yet to see her drink. Mud squelches beneath my boots as I step closer and cup my hands in the stream to try to tempt her. Her lips twitch, whiskers rasping against my palms. Her breath is warm, but the water is icy cold. She takes a small drink from my hands, then lowers her head to the stream and finally takes a gulp.
I rub my cold palms, then slip them into my pockets. My knuckles brush the three rings I’ve taken from the Evers. The magic surges as I touch them, as if each has its own stream of power that feels uncomfortably familiar. I pull them from my pocket. They radiate heat, and I can hear them humming faintly. Within the mist-blue crystals, the gold threads coil and dance, reminding me of the Ever’s eyes, the way the colours shift down through the layers.

The noose that’s been tightening around my neck since this war began feels as if it’s getting even tighter. Too many things are making me aware of my inadequacies: the deaths of my father and brothers, the Clan Council, and now the Ever. I keep hoping that if I only press onward, one step at a time, I can find solutions, find a way through. But like the Ever’s wound, it all grows bleaker and bleaker the more I learn. And I’ve gotten too good at ignoring what I don’t have the courage to face. Even the empty steward’s house is proof of that.

I never meant to avoid the place these past few months. Even so, when I went
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  Lands and Jurisdictions


   


  Alba Scoria (AL-buh SKO-ree-uh)


  Land of mortals once ruled by matriarchs chosen by the land and gifted with sovereign magic.


   


  The Compact


  Foundational treaty between Tirnaeve and Alba Scoria governing Siorai–mortal interaction, governance, and separation.


   


  The Gloaming (aka the Pit)


  The non-magical world between the worlds where immortals are sent for punishment.


   


  Tirnaeve (tir-NAY-veh)


  The otherworld of immortal Siorai (Everfolk) beyond the Veil.


   




  Deities, Immortals, and Magical Creatures


   


  The Cailleach (KAL-yakh)


  The Great Mother, the Moon Mother, Goddess of the Moon, chief deity of Alba Scoria.


   


  Father of Light/Father of Curses


  The Great Father, God of the Sun, Lord of Light, chief deity of Tirnaeve.


   


  Shadelings


  Shadowy magical creatures of the betweens, part of the sovereign magic of Alba Scoria. There are many varieties including Shadehounds, Whisperwraiths, Hallow Keepers, and Twilight Weavers. 


   


  Siorai (SHEER-ee)


  Magical immortals who reside in the Otherworld of Tirnaeve beyond the Veil. Known to humans in Alba Scoria as Everfolk. 


   


  Sovereignty/The Land


  Ancient, land-rooted power—the old magic of Alba Scoria. The land magically empowers a worthy candidate, administers tests of loyalty, honour, and sacrifice, and chooses a deserving ruler and caretaker.


   




  Kings, Queens, and Generals


   


  The Butcher, General Cumarann (KOO-muh-ran)


  The Duke of Cumarann, also known as the Butcher or the Black Knife of Alba. He is the mortal Chief General of the Raven Queen’s army, responsible for pursuing the rebels and punishing Vheara’s enemies. Known for his cruelty, he makes no distinction between combatants and non-combatants.


   


  The Cailleach Queens (KAL-yakh)


  Ancient Domhnall rulers of Alba Scoria selected by the land after proving their worth. To prevent humans from being abused by magical Siorai invaders, the queens made the Compact with the High King of Tirnaeve to seal the doorways between Alba Scoria and the land beyond the Veil.


   


  The High King, Chulainn Solas (KOO-lin SOH-lus)


  Immortal ruler of Tirnaeve, the world of the Siorai beyond the Veil. Negotiated the Compact with Nicnevin. Brother of Fionn Solas and uncle of the rebel king.


   


  General Mora (MOH-rah)


  Lord Mora, Chief General of the rebel army.


   


  The Maiden


  A woman in the magical Domhnall line descended from the Cailleach Queens. The Maiden is marked with a glowing silver crescent on her shoulder when the land chooses her to be tested as a potential new ruler at the Cailleachan (KAL-yakh-un).


   


  Queen Nicnevin (nik-NEV-in)


  The Cailleach Queen who ended the human uprisings, agreed to the sealing of the doorways through the Veil between Tirnaeve and Alba Scoria, and signed the Compact to save her people from abuse by Siorai.


   


  The Raven Queen, Vheara (VYAR-uh)


  Former Siorai runesmith who was banished to the Gloaming 1,642 years ago by the Anvar’thaine for her crimes against mortals in Alba Scoria. Her abuses led to the Compact. Fourteen months ago, the magic she had stolen and corrupted from other creatures exiled in the Gloaming let her escape to Alba Scoria. She murdered the ruling Sun King and now holds the throne. She is fighting a war against the Sun King’s heir—the rebel king—who is challenging her for his father’s throne.


   


  The Rebel King, Teàrlach Solas (CHAR-lakh SOH-lus)


  The Young Pretender, only child of the Sun King, and nephew of High King Chulainn of Tirnaeve. Together with the Riders of the Anvar’thaine who serve as his advisors and companions, he has come from Tirnaeve to battle Vheara—the Raven Queen—and retake his father’s throne.

  
   


  ADDITIONAL ENEMIES

    


  The Cymbeul (KIME-pul) Militia

  Serves as the military arm of a powerful clan allied with Vheara, enriching the clan through the conquest of Alba Scoria by plundering rival clan seats and villages, seizing livestock, grain, weapons, and land from those branded traitors to the Crown.

     


  The Greys

  Former Siorai who had been banished to the Gloaming for their crimes and then corrupted by Vheara to feed on powerful emotions instead of Tirnaeve’s magic. They serve as monstrous enforcers in her army and punish rebels and anyone who stands against her.


   




  Dunhaelic Household


   


  Ailean (AH-lan)


  Loyal elderly headman of one of the Dunhaelic villages.


   


  Catriona (ka-TREE-nuh)


  Flora’s beloved housekeeper.


   


  Eachann (EH-kh-uhn) 


  Flora’s maternal uncle. 


   


  Faolan (FOH-luhn)


  Loyal elderly armsmaster.


   


  Iain (EE-yun)


  Loyal elderly stableman.


   


  Morag (MOH-rag)


  Much-loved cook and household mainstay.


   


  Padraig (PAW-drig)


  Former steward who was killed with Flora’s father.


   


  Rory (ROO-ree)


  Flora’s older brother.


   




  Animals


   


  Ari (AH-ree) - One of the Domhnal stallions Flora is training.


   


  Bramble - A mare Flora raised from a foal.


   


  Eira (AY-rah) - A nervous younger mare.


   


  Rab (RAB) - Flora’s beloved deerhound.


  

  
 Ravenhounds

  
  Former Shadehounds corrupted by Vheara’s magic into creatures of relentless violence. Once guardians of the balance between worlds, Vheara has stripped them of their higher nature and transformed them into living weapons that hunt for her monstrous Greys. Larger than ordinary deerhounds and unnaturally resilient, Ravenhounds also hunt independently in packs, pursuing prey tirelessly, tracking by scent and magic.


  

  
  Rua (ROO-uh) - A vixen Ronan saved and nursed back to health.


   

  

 Shadehounds


 A type of Shadeling resembling a large deerhound with fur that drips with shadows. Fiercely intelligent and deeply attuned to magic, Shadehounds serve neither kings nor clans but the will of the gods and the land itself, giving their loyalty only to those that they judge worthy.

  
  

  
  Shadow and Shade - 

  
   Male and female Shadehounds, a type of magical Shadeling, who have adopted Flora and become her bodyguards and companions.


   


  Torin (TOH-rin) - Morag’s favourite among the herding dogs.


   


   




  Friends and Allies


   


  Camhrain of Locharn (KAV-rin of LOKH-arn)


  Chief of a clan neighbouring Dunhaelic; supporter of the rebel king.


   


  Donal Domhnall (DOH-nuhl)


  Mairi’s father.


   


  Leithe Clan (LAY-uh)


  Allied clan with territory in Ehrugael.


   


  Mairi Domhnall (MAH-ree)


  Young mother in village who provided food for Flora and Chyr.


   





  
Domhnall Clan Branches


  Dunhaelic (doon-HAY-lik)


  The High Chiefs of the Domhnall Clan who preside over all lesser Domhnall branches. Flora is the sole remaining heir. Her father and older brother supported the Raven Queen before their deaths, but her younger brothers changed sides and died fighting for the rebel king. Flora has advocated neutrality.


   


  Ceapaich (KYAP-ikh)


  Branch that lost its chief at Culodur; supporter of the rebel king.


   


  Branch Chief: Raghnall (RAN-ull)


  Heir: Dughall (DOO-gull)


  Steward: Fergus (FER-gus)


   


  Gleannadail (GLAN-uh-dal)


  Branch whose chief has been seized and shipped off by the Butcher’s men; supporter of the rebel king.


   


  Branch Chief: Alasdair (AL-uh-stair)



  Heir: Eonan (OH-nan)


  Steward: Calum (KAL-um)


   


  Gleanngaradh (GLAN-gar-uh)


  Branch whose chief is injured and missing after the battle of Culodur; supporter of the rebel king.


   


  Branch Chief: Iain (EE-yun)


  Heir: Onghas (ONG-us)


  Steward: Tormod (TOR-mod)


   


  Raghnall (RAN-ull)


  Branch whose chief is hiding; supporter of the rebel king.


   




  Riders of the Anvar’thaine


  The Riders of the Anvar’thaine (an-var-THAYN), the Great Hunt, are elite Siorai warriors who administer justice and hunt and/or banish criminals and oathbreakers (such as Vheara). Each Rider wears oathbands, rings of runes etched into the skin around their biceps, as sentient, magical bindings that enforce the oaths they have taken to Tirnaeve, the Compact, and the Master of the Anvar’thaine. Most Riders also choose to wear power runes etched into various parts of their bodies to enhance specific powers, give them useful skills, and reduce the potential for magical depletion as the result of repetitive tasks.


   


  Cathal (KA-hal)


  Scholar, illusionist, wielder of earth magic, and skilled with creating basic runes.


   


  Chyr (KHEER)


  Master of the Anvar’thaine, wielder of air magic, fire magic, and magic-sense.


   


  Daire (DAH-reh)


  Wielder of water magic.


   


  Fergal (FER-gal)


  Wielder of earth magic with light healing abilities.


   


  Lorcan (LOR-kawn)


  Wielder of water magic.


   


  Niall (NYE-uhl)


  Wielder of air magic.


   


  Oran (OH-rahn)


  Wielder of fire magic.


   


  Ronan (ROH-nawn)


  Wielder of earth magic with light healing abilities and magic-sense.


   


  Sean (SHAWN)


  Wielder of air magic and magic-sense.


   


  Tuirse (TOOR-shuh)


  Wielder of fire magic.


   


   




  Artifacts, Legends, and other Everfolk


   


  Celestial Iron and Celestial Steel


  The gift of death from the Father of Light/Father of Curses to his Siorai children. Celestial iron can be forged into celestial steel, allowing the Anvar’thaine to administer justice and the priests to end eternal suffering.


   


  Crown of Flame


  Change in colour of the Crown of Vines, turning it from glowing green into flames of light dancing through the vines and leaves etched into the skin of the Maiden; symbolises the judgement by the Father of Light that she is worthy; the second of three crowns.


   


  Crown of Moonlight


  Change in colour of the Crown of Flame, turning it from flames of light to a steady glow of moonlight and renewal; symbolises the sacrifice of the Maiden and the vows of service she is taking in her role as the new Cailleach Queen of Alba Scoria.


   


  Crown of Vines


  A glowing crown of green vines and leaves that appears on the brow of the Maiden, a symbol of the Land’s coronation and the Maiden’s worthiness; the first of the three crowns she will need to become the Cailleach Queen.


   


  Hollow Crown


  Crown forged by the runesmiths of the High King of Tirnaeve and worn by the chosen Siorai consort of the Cailleach Queen, a former Rider of the Anvar’thaine.


   


  Lannraig (LAHN-rik)


  Child who came too close to the magic of the Veil, lost her eyesight, and became a seer.


   


  Oathbands


  Special runes magically etched in rows on the arms of the Anvar’thaine to enforce the oaths they’ve taken.


   


  Power Runes


  Runes magically etched into a Siorai’s skin over time, enabling the use of a specific magic at a single touch with minimal cost in magical depletion.


   


  Riadan (REE-uh-dawn)


  Daire’s sister, a talented runesmith in Tirnaeve.


   


  Sword of the Anvar’thaine (an-var-THAYN)


  Magical sword given by the Father of Light to the Master of the Anvar’thaine. Administers one of the tests of Sovereignty and opens specific doorways between worlds.


   


  The Veil


  The barrier that separates the Otherworld of Tirnaeve from the mortal realms, including Alba Scoria.


   


  Veilstones


  Magical crystals that channel magic from Tirnaeve.


   


   




  Places (in order of appearance)


   


  Dunhaelic (doon-HAY-lik)


  The Fortress of the Moon, home of Flora and the High Chiefs of Clan Domhnall since the Sun King murdered the Cailleach Queens and forced the chiefdom to pass through the male line and abandon the former strongholds in the Sacred Isles.


   


  Sacred Wood


  Ancient grove with religious and healing significance to the Domhnall Clan, cut through by a military road built by the Sun King to subjugate the Highlands.


   


  Culodur (KOO-luh-dur)


  Site of the last battle in the Highland Risings, a major defeat for the rebel king.


   


  Eireen (AY-reen)


  Neighbouring mortal realm across the Western Sea.


   


  Galia (GAH-lee-uh)


  Neighbouring mortal realm across the Eastern Sea.


   


  Glen Colm (glen KOLM)


  Valley with strategic position and summer grazing for Dunhaelic Keep.


   


  Ben Aran (ben AH-ran)


  High mountain and strategic retreat near Dunhaelic Keep.


   


  Caelsolas (KAYL-soh-las)


  Former capital and residence of the Sun King.


   


  Dunfithic (DOON-FIH-thik)


  Current capital and residence of the Raven Queen.


   


  Muilean (MOO-lyen)


  Sea island in Alba Scoria once sacred to the Cailleach Queens, site of the Cailleachan on Beltane Eve when a Maiden was tested to become the Queen.


   


  Ehrugael (EH-roo-gail)


  Far western territory in the Highlands in Alba Scoria.


   


  Glaschu (GLAS-uh-khoo)


  City in the Lowlands that Camhrain of Locharn saved from being sacked by the rebel army.


   


  Aknacaery (AK-nuh-KAY-ree)


  Seat of the Camhrain Clan, loyal supporters of the rebel king.


   


  Dun Uilleum (doon OOL-yum)


  Stronghold and prison of the Raven Queen in the Great Glen.


   


  Loch Seil (lokh SEEL)


  Long loch between the interior Highlands and Ehrugael.


   


  Peathan Pass (PAY-ahn)


  Pass between Aknacaery and Ehrugael.


   


  Loch Airceig (lokh ERR-kyeg)


  Loch leading past Aknacaery towards the Peathan Pass.


   


  Glen Fhionain (glen YO-nin)


  Valley in Ehrugael where the rebellion began.


   


  Bhoradail House (VOR-uh-dal)


  Manor in Ehrugael near the route around Loch Seil.


   


  Gleannadail (GLAN-uh-dal)


  Manor in Ehrugael occupied by the Butcher after the Domhnall branch chief who owned it was taken to Dun Uilleum for supporting the rebel king. 


   


  Castle Tchirum (CHEE-rum)


  Ruined Domhnall castle near the island of Muilean. 


   


  Loch Moadar (lokh MOH-dar)


  Large sea loch (inlet) around Castle Tchirum leading to the Sound of Muilean and the sea between Alba Scoria and the neighbouring realm of Eireen.


   


  Altar of the Moon


  Ancient ritual stone tied to the Great Mother; locus for vows, blood, and rebirth rites.


   


  Loch of Rebirth


  Location of the Altar of the Moon and part of the ritual for the testing of the Maiden before she can become the new Cailleach Queen.
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