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  A note on language



This is just to let you know that I'm from Australia.

The English I use is Australian English, which is not the same as American English. In Australia, we like S, not Z. The letter U appears in words where it does not in American. Smelt is the past tense for smell. There are certain words that we use on a regular basis which make Americans blush. I'm sorry. Not really. It's all English in the end. 

So, I love you readers from America, but please remember that my spelling is not incorrect, it's simply a different version of English to what you use.






  
  Trigger Warning



Please only read this if you have triggers, otherwise you may spoil yourself. This book is about regret, guilt and fighting to fix what the FMC broke. It is about a family finding their way back to each other in the face of grief. It does have a HEA.

To start, I will tell you what isn't in the book. There is no rape, no cheating, no incest, no minors, no pregnancy, and no substance abuse.

However, there are depictions of violence and sex. People are burnt alive. Children are kidnapped. The FMC has terminal cancer. The FMC had her memories altered. There is mild consensual bondage. Various characters discuss past atrocities they committed, but not in detail.

Please always put your mental health first. 
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This is for the ones who regret their mistakes.



Sometimes fixing them is worth it.



Sometimes the best thing you can do is forgive yourself and walk away.



And sometimes it's better to just set it all on fire and call it a day.
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Okay Kyle, I'm once again begging you not to read this. Pretty please.

Last I checked, nothing had changed.

You're still my brother-in-law.













  
  PROLOGUE


“Again!” 
Her fingers curled into the grass, knuckles protesting the movement. Every joint ached from the continuous shift back and forth between her natural form and her animal one. Sinking her mind into the well of magic simmering beneath her skin, Astoria summoned the will to force her body to obey the command of the god standing over her. It hurt, it always hurt, all daoine knew the pain of the shape change, but to keep pushing it as much as he expected required a willingness to forge the pain into something else.
“You must be faster,” he said, mouth twisting as he gazed at the tired hawk on the ground at his feet. “No duine will ever master the shift like you, Astoria Havard, but you must do better. I know it hurts, and if you allow me, I can do something about that.”
Lifting her head, Astoria snapped her beak at the hand he extended towards her. Anyone else would have lost a finger, but he simply laughed, tapping the side of her beak when she released it. No blood seeped from his skin, no mark remaining where she bit him. Dark lines wrapped across darker skin, the shimmer of his boundless power flaring along them. Tiny stars sparked from his fingertips, showering her rich brown plumage with lights that faded quickly. Astoria ruffled her feathers, chirping at the god.
“How will you do something about the pain?”
The god tutted, crouching in front of her to run his hand over one of her wings. “I can make the shift easier by changing the aspect of your magic that allows for it. After all, I spun the ability from a thread of chaos, so it’s well within my rights.”
Cocking her head, Astoria blinked. “And if the Great Queen finds out?”
“Oh, I’m not concerned about her. You could fill a library with all the things we do behind Shianeni’s back. She might be the god of life, but she’s the most self-centred being to walk through existence with unfathomable power. It never occurs to her that some of us might just be more powerful than she is. As far as the Great Queen is concerned, she is everything and the rest of us are simply shadows of her magnificence.”
Her wings spread, power warming the feathers as she basked in the god's glow. Beneath the leafy canopy of the forest, they were shaded from the sun, but it hardly mattered to Astoria when the thrum of chaos filled the glen they used for her training. There was no need for space to fly when it was the act of shifting she was supposed to master. His fingers traced the smattering of marks on her feathers that resembled flames, a smile lifting the corners of his lips. If he had been a different god, Astoria would have feared the grin.
“You are so different from your sister, young hawk. It will serve you well in the future.”
“My job is to protect Eivor. Father always tells me—”
Tapping her beak, the god chuckled. “I know what Craven tells you, and I know what Malena tells you. Just because they are your parents does not mean they’re right. Or that they know everything. Your mother is a Raven. I spun her power from the space between this existence and the next, weaving it into the threads Lord Death covered her in. I created the power of the husk makers. As for your father? His years in the arena damaged him.”
Screeching in protest, Astoria grabbed for her power and forced herself to change back into her natural form. “My father is not damaged!”
“Oh, my sweet little bird, he is.” Ignoring her defiant glare, the god cupped her cheek. “But because of it, you will learn things your sister will not. Those are lessons you must endure. Alyah has seen it. There will be days when you question your purpose.”
“And what is my purpose, oh great and powerful, Lord Xhaiden?” she growled, resisting the urge to lash out when her warrior’s magic flared.
“Careful, my friend. We don’t want to modify her memories more than necessary.”
Power sung through the glade; a whisper of battle entwined with the soft coo of peace. It called to Astoria, and she rolled her shoulders, wishing she had a weapon to grasp. She was a warrior like her father, gifted with a connection to the god standing a short distance away. Diwan, the kingdom her parents ruled, had been a reward given to Craven Havard by the god of war for his valour in the arenas. Part of her wanted to make her mark on them like he had, but Astoria knew they would never allow her to compete.
Xhaiden shifted his focus to the newcomer. “Neriwyn. I wasn’t expecting you.”
“Your wife didn’t tell you?” Prowling closer, War brushed a hand over Astoria’s hair. “So much like your father, my dear Battle Hawk. But unlike Craven, you’ll always be the loyal soldier. My perfect warrior forged to temper storms.”
“My Lord War,” Astoria murmured.
He leaned down to press a kiss to the top of her head, the wrap of his power calming her battle lust. “I wanted to check on your progress with her, Xhaiden.”
“She’s already better than most Ravens at consecutive shifts, but I have yet to make the necessary changes to her magic. I was about to do so when you arrived,” Xhaiden replied, dark eyes narrowing in annoyance when the other god crouched next to Astoria.
“Show me, Battle Hawk. Shift.”
The command whispered through her, filling her mind with the desire to demonstrate her abilities to the god. Astoria sunk into the magic, letting it spread her wings wide as the pain ripped down her spine. A small part of her wondered if each shift between forms would chip away at her sanity, carving the cost from what made her who she was. Neriwyn’s hand ran through her feathers, scratching a spot behind Astoria’s ears to coax a trill of pleasure from her. His knowing chuckle had her ruffling her feathers in embarrassment.
“Now shift back and repeat it twice without hesitation.”
Giving a screech of protest, Astoria spread her wings and snapped her beak at the god. “That is too much without stopping.”
Neriwyn’s eyes narrowed, mouth twisting in displeasure. “You will do it, or I will increase the amount. The pain is your enemy, and you will defeat it.”
Directing a pleading look in Xhaiden’s direction, Astoria waited to see if the other god would intervene on her behalf. Stars swirled in the depths of his gaze, a flare of power trailing gentle fingers down her spine. Realising he had no intention of doing what she hoped, the duine reached for the magic that allowed her to shift forms. Feathers reverted to skin, wings melting back into her body as Astoria returned to her natural form. Only to gulp down a single breath before repeating the process to become a hawk again.
“This is not helpful.” Xhaiden crossed his arms, glaring at the other god.
“Then do what you need to do, my friend. Make it easier for her.”
Lifting his chin, he returned his gaze to the woman shifting forms at his feet. Power crackled in the air, sinking needles into Astoria’s body to banish the agony. It slid through her skin, melting into the magic that allowed for the shape changing. As her bones cracked and changed, Xhaiden’s power wove through them, easing the pain that made her baulk at following the command of the god of war. When it all vanished, leaving the shift as easy and painless as breathing, she became eager to do it again to prove she could.
Astoria tossed her head back, rich brown hair pooling over her shoulders as she gazed at the god of chaos. “What did you do to my magic?”
“I am not simply the god of chaos, Princess. It is well within my power to change the manner in which things exist. All those with the ability to shapeshift gained that gift from me, so making some adjustments to it is easy.”
Rising, Neriwyn chuckled in delight. “Perfect. The variations have improved.”
The desire to shift to confirm that she had not imagined the lack of pain overcame Astoria. Once in her hawk form, she flapped her wings, eyeing the space in the glade in annoyance. If there had been more room, she would have taken flight. Snapping her wings back, the duine returned to her natural state, stretching in delight when no pain lingered in her joints. There was still a trace of exhaustion from so many shifts, but that was the worst of it. A welcome change when she would have otherwise been in agony.
“It feels good, doesn’t it?” Xhaiden smirked, stars shooting along the lines on his skin. “This is how you will make your mark on the world. Diwan’s second princess, the loyal Battle Hawk, who slips between forms in a fight as easily as breathing and claws out the eyes of her enemies. And those who bear the scars will never forget you.”
“Don’t you think that’s enough? Remember, the more you tell her, the more she must forget.” Tutting at his fellow god, Neriwyn offered a hand to Astoria so she could stand.
“Must you take my memories?” she whispered, meeting his gaze.
“Yes. Your father has a deal with Annawyn, and it’s important you don’t attract her attention. The survival of so many depends on you never drawing my wife’s attention. Eivor has her role to play, as do you. But for our plans to work, you cannot remember.”
Xhaiden stretched out his hand, stroking her cheek to draw her attention. “You are more than you realise, Astoria. When the time comes, you will understand.”
Staring into the starry depths of his eyes, she felt like she was falling into the darkness. There was a soothing chill that wrapped comforting arms around her, and Astoria wanted to bury her face in the neck of the man guiding her to the ground. He smelt of sandy beaches and the ocean, and it called her home. Lips pressed to her forehead, accompanying a soft murmur of words her clouded mind could not grasp.
“Sleep, my sweet Fire Hawk.”






  
  ONE 


The wind was a gentle caress over her feathers, helping her maintain a position hovering above The Storm Bird. Far below, her fellow crew members were busy preparing the ship to drop anchor in the bay. She knew she should have been on deck with them, but waking to find an empty bed again had left Astoria with a desperate urge to fly. No one had criticised her for walking naked from the captain’s cabin, or for transforming into the massive brown hawk they were used to watching her become. It was not the first time, and while she remained one of the crew, it would not be the last.
Astoria banked, letting the currents carry her closer to the ship. The sea was a glittering blanket of reflected sunlight. Small waves crested before smoothing out to blend back into the water, but every sailor knew how quickly things could change. Especially since the captain of their ship was the god of the sky. As her lover, Astoria knew better than most how swiftly Dawn’s mood changed, and how closely tied it was to the weather. After 175 years, she was questioning how much longer she could deal with the ever-changing moods of the Storm Queen. She loved her life as a pirate, and the freedom of the skies that came with sailing on open seas, but there were only so many times she could bear the brunt of the younger woman’s temper when something did not go as planned.
She dipped a wing, circling The Storm Bird to let her crew mates know she was there. Whistles and cheers assured the hawk they did not mind her lack of help. With steady flaps of her wings, Astoria lifted higher, her keen eyes taking in the busy shore surrounding the bay. It was a reminder that her primary job was to scout ahead of the ship. They relied on her sharp sight to see farther than the person stuck in the crow’s nest. Few things saw as clearly as a predator with wings. Tugs of wind encouraged her to drift closer to the town nestled in the valley. Circling it, Astoria searched for the usual signs warning of an attempt to capture the pirates.
Despite their reputation, the crew of The Storm Bird were not cutthroat killers determined to rob every ship that crossed their path. Their enemies spread those stories to discourage people from giving help to any who sailed in the Storm Queen's fleet. Dawn was the leader of the pirates, and among those who knew the truth, she was worshipped for what she did. They fought to free slaves in transport across the seas. It was their primary task, and one which gained them goodwill in many places across Tir. It even left them in a tentative alliance with those who owed their allegiance to the Unseelie Council—something Astoria found disconcerting when she considered where they were based, and who ruled over them. 
Satisfied they would not be in danger when they went ashore, the hawk drifted back to the ship. They had established a signal soon after she joined the crew, and she let out a shrill whistle. It always felt strange to use the voice of her animal form, but few of the pirates were capable of mind speaking with her kind. The selkies, kelpies, and merfolk could, but it was always uncomfortable over distances. Astoria knew it was because their magic was for use in water, while she belonged to a land-bound race. Daoine rarely possessed an aquatic animal form, and there were none of them on The Storm Bird’s crew. She was the only duine, and sometimes the hawk wished she was not.
Tempted to land on the ship to lend a hand, Astoria felt a shift in the wind. Her gaze drifted over the people scurrying around on deck, settling on the figure of the woman standing with her hands on her hips by the wheel. Annoyance flickered through her when Dawn tilted her head back to wave, her other hand holding tight to her tricorn hat. It was both a greeting and a summons. One Astoria did not feel like answering. Adjusting her path, she flew back towards the shore, making it clear to the waiting god that she had no intention of joining her on deck. She knew it was petty, but being left alone in bed with no idea of where the other woman had gone stirred that emotion in her. All she ever wanted was for Dawn to tell her she was going.
“Don’t be like that, Tory.” Dawn’s voice caressed her mind. “I have something for you.”
If she had been in her natural form, Astoria suspected she would have been grinding her teeth. Following the shoreline, she studied the tiny huts sitting farther back from the water, keeping out of reach of the greedy fingers of the sea. She was tempted to search for the god of water, knowing he was rarely far away, even if he refused to have anything to do with Dawn. He was one of the few people she could talk to. Charnel always understood. Folding her wings back, she plunged through the air towards the waiting land, eager to feel sand beneath her feet. If the pirate queen wanted to talk, then she could come to her. 
There was a thrill in the unchecked plummet that filled Astoria with joy. All it would take was a slight miscalculation on her part, and instead of landing intact, she would crash into the ground with enough force to end her life. Her mother had dubbed her the reckless one, and Dawn had done nothing but encourage the side of her that thrived on danger. Part of her was glad the late queen of Diwan could not see her now. It made it easier to deal with the guilt of running from her home when war came to claim it. Every time she threw herself into a fight, naked and shifting between forms as she dragged her talons through the flesh of the enemy, Astoria could forget she had abandoned her sisters. They were flourishing now, free to build their lives as they saw fit, but it did not change what she had done.
Extending her feet, she spread her wings, catching the draft she needed to slow her descent before she hit the ground. Thousands of years of experience kicked in, overruling the instinct to wait a moment longer before she landed. Scaled claws dug into the sand, transforming into bare feet and toes that wriggled to feel the scratch of the grains. Feathers merged into smooth skin, the breeze becoming a tickle. Arching her back, Astoria bathed in the sunlight’s warmth. She welcomed the change to her sight as colours lost some of their sharpness, and she stopped being able to see as far as she did in her hawk form. Laughing, she tumbled to the ground, lying back on the sand simply to enjoy the feel of solid ground while she took stock of the persistent ache in her limbs.
“Are you avoiding me or your duties?”
Her joy faded, replaced with frustration. “You. Always you.”
Looming over her, the god looked upset by her words. “What’s wrong, Tory? When I left, things were fine. What did I do this time?”
“The same as you always do, Dawn. Is it really too much to ask for you to wake me before you vanish from bed? I hate waking up to find you’re gone, and I have no idea where or when to expect you back.”
“You know I don’t do it on purpose.”
Slinging an arm over her face, Astoria blocked out the view of the woman standing at her head. It was easier if she avoided looking at Dawn when they argued. Too often she had forgotten what she was saying because the god would cock her head with a mischievous grin that had desire pooling between her legs. She hated her inability to resist the other woman, even when she was furious with her. Even when touching her was agony.
“That’s what you tell me every time, and yet, you make no effort to change.”
Dawn grunted and dropped a bundle beside Astoria. “I brought your clothes in case you wanted to walk to the town with me. Though I left your present back on board. Of course, we can always just go to bed…”
“Is that your solution to everything, Dawn?”
There was no need to uncover her eyes to know the god was giving her an incredulous look. She did not need to see the warm brown eyes filled with confusion or watch how the breeze caressed the deep brown hair Astoria loved to run her hands through. So many of the tiny braids had been woven by her fingers and decorated with beads of her choice. Jaw clenched, the duine forced her thoughts away from the image of Dawn’s body. It was not what she needed when she was trying to get her point across to the god. All it would do was land her back in the same bed she had woken alone in.
“You say it like it’s a bad thing, Tory.”
“Because it is!” Wrenching her arm away from her eyes, Astoria sat up, nose crinkling at the sand stuck to her skin. “I’ve spent the last 175 years warming your bed and stopping you from crossing the line, and all I ask is for you to tell me before you leave. I hate waking up alone!”
Recoiling from the angry magic swirling around Astoria, Dawn wished her father was there to help her make sense of it. It was not the blood lust of a warrior; it was something else. Something hot that wanted to consume everything within reach. Tentatively reaching out, she touched the duine’s shoulder, hoping it would not cause further arguments. Her skin was warm, too warm, reminding the god of when she had first joined the crew. The sun had left its mark on the pale glow of Astoria’s body, and Dawn sometimes wished she was still the unblemished woman she had found crouched on the floor of her cabin.
“I’m sorry, Tory. I can’t help it. You’re always so soundly asleep when I get bored, and I don’t like to disturb you. Most of the time I’m not even going anywhere, really.”
“Then why leave at all? When I wake up and find you on deck, that’s one thing. But you’re almost never onboard. Why can’t you deal with your restlessness by commanding your ship?”
Resting her arms on her knees, Astoria watched the waves breaking over the sand, fingers of water gorging on the earth. She had come to appreciate the delicate balance of things over the years. Before meeting Dawn, her knowledge had been limited to what she had bothered to learn. Her sisters were the ones who took the time to read while she spent long days in the training yards. They had called her the Battle Hawk, and Astoria had welcomed the name. Yet, when battle had come to Diwan, she had taken to the sky without looking back. 
“What’s really wrong, Astoria?” Dawn sat beside her, keeping her hands to herself. “I feel like you’re angry about something else, and you’re using me as an easy target.”
“It was Eivor’s birthday recently,” she whispered, watching a larger wave crash upon the beach.
Stiffening, the god gave her a look at the mention of the Unseelie leader. “Do you miss your sister?”
“Yes… no… I don’t... it’s hard to miss someone you barely knew. Our parents were careful to space us out, so we never really knew what the others were capable of. Except Silaine.”
“I can arrange for you to visit her in the Vale. Every time I see Uncle Tigs, he tells me she asks after you. But if it’s your other sister you want to see, I can’t help.”
“You don’t need to remind me that the gods are forbidden from entering Diwan. It should hurt more than it does to know how much Eivor hates you just for being born. But it doesn’t. I understand.”
Giving a laugh of confusion, Dawn poked her arm. “Are you saying you hate me?”
“No, never. I love you, you stupid woman. Even if you can’t say it back. You’re mine until the day the gods bound to you come to claim you. Which is a long way away, considering two of them don’t exist, and Charnel can’t stand the sight of you.”
“He despises me. I’ve never been able to work out why.”
Lips thinning, Astoria gave Dawn a knowing look. She had spoken with the god of water in depth about his unwillingness to go near the woman he was bound to. It was easy for her to understand, but the younger woman had been born into a time of peace among the gods. Dawn carried no scars of the war that had torn the old gods apart and nearly destroyed the world they created. While she was only around 2500 years old, Astoria remembered the first war. Her parents had been spun from stardust by the gods and bound in servitude to them. The world they lived in now was a very different place.
“Charnel doesn’t despise you. He believes you’re immature and need time to grow.” Winking, Astoria stood unsteadily, and Dawn shot to her feet to support her. “And I’m getting too old for this. I don’t know what you see in this old woman. Soon enough, my age is going to catch up with me, and you’ll leave me for someone younger.”
Snarling at the suggestion, Dawn buried a hand in Astoria’s dark hair, pulling her face around so she could kiss her. She tasted like pure mountain air, lightning, and the moment before rain fell. Slinging an arm around the god’s waist, the hawk did not pull away, even though she knew it would lead her back to the place she was avoiding. The Storm Queen was an addiction she could not shake, and Astoria had a deep-seated fear it was going to destroy her.
“I want to love you, Tory,” Dawn whispered against her lips. “I really do.”






  
  TWO 


No one noticed how forced her smile was, not even the god clinging to her side. The town had opened their doors to the crew of The Storm Bird, welcoming the visiting god. Astoria was the silent sailor waiting to be commanded, her blue gaze constantly searching the surrounding crowd for any signs of a threat. Not that anyone could harm Dawn, but that did not mean people had not tried. She had several scars from taking blows intended for the younger woman. They were reminders she needed to stop acting first and to think about what she was doing. Because if she had thought twice about getting between a god and a knife, she would not have those scars.
The tavern was larger than she expected for the size of the town. Filled with people eager to spend time with the Storm Queen and her infamous crew, the buzz of energy was contagious. It was a battle to keep her magic from latching on, stirring the more positive side of her gifts from the god of war. Astoria wanted to stoke the fires of camaraderie among the crowd, but her thoughts were too busy circling the frustration refusing to dislodge from its perch in her gut. If Dawn would leave her alone, she could settle into a corner and wallow while staring into a tankard of whatever piss weak drink they called alcohol. But the god would not go, nor would she stop touching Astoria whenever she got the chance. 
Catching the gaze of the first mate, Astoria saw the concerned frown of the other woman. Cass knew her too well. Whenever Dawn lost her temper, Cass was the one she went to. The other pirate had been the first to join the sky god, but she was not blinded by loyalty. If she could see how unhappy the former princess was, it would not be long before other crew members noticed. Most would side with Astoria, supporting her in whatever argument was unfolding. She found it incredibly hilarious the pirates sailing under the flag of the Storm Queen were more than happy to tell said god when she had fucked up. Especially when it came to the woman who showed her more loyalty than anyone else. Including the one she refused to stop chasing even though she could never be what Dawn wished her to be.
Astoria bit her lip, refusing to think badly of Jen. The daughter of Chaos had only ever denied Dawn’s advances. It was not her fault the foolish pirate queen would not accept that she was not interested, and it certainly was not her fault that when she was reborn as the god of learning, Dawn had wreaked havoc on Tir’s weather for months in a temper. Not even her parents had been able to calm the tempest. Then one day, Dawn had come back from one of her vanishing acts, and the skies were perfect. The balance was restored across the world. Charnel had told her only one person could calm the Storm Queen, and that the god of time had shown Dawn something important to their future. Whatever it was, the duine suspected she would not be around to see it.
But part of her wanted to know if Dawn would rain destruction on Tir if she left. For all her claims of not being able to love her, Astoria believed there was something between them. She felt it every time her captain stopped to watch her, and every time they touched. It was happening with an alarming frequency. Things would be fine, then she would turn around and Dawn would be frozen in place, following her every move as though she were a lifeline in the raging sea. Those moments always ended with them in bed. Afterwards, the god would dismiss her questions, and Astoria would turn to a bottle of whatever was at hand to banish the memory of stormy eyes locked on her.
“Sing for me, pretty Battle Hawk,” Dawn murmured, lips trailing over her jaw with the promise of kisses. “I love hearing you perform in taverns. Well, anywhere really. You are so beautiful.”
Mouth twisting, she attempted to wriggle out of the god’s grasp. “I’m not in the mood to sing. Why don’t you?”
“Because the people here aren’t nearly drunk enough to listen to me.”
“Then maybe don’t sing your favourite bawdy songs? Just because you like them doesn’t mean they need to be the only ones you remember. Perhaps it’s time to pick up a few new ones. You visit the Vale often enough. Ask my sister.”
Tightening the arm around Astoria’s waist, Dawn chuckled. “Where’s the fun in that?”
“Not everything has to be fun all the time.”
Her mirth faded, and the god sighed, releasing Astoria. Free to step away, she glanced around for Cass but could not locate the first mate in the crowd. Humans and elves happily mingled with kelpies and selkies, while merfolk perched on whatever they could find to watch over their friends. She remembered the time before the old gods were reborn, when the First People were immortal and many of them would have happily killed the town’s folk. 
It felt like another life and Astoria wanted to bury those memories somewhere far away where she never had to remember the sight of a mutilated person, half eaten by a goblin. Every time they sailed past a certain peninsular where magic clung heavily to the land, calling to her like a crackling fire, she was drawn back into the war she had taken part in at the side of her mother. A war that had left her intrinsically changed.
“Do you want to return to the ship?” Dawn made to grab her wrist, but the look Astoria gave her had her recoiling. “I’m sorry, Tory. How many times do I have to say it?”
“I don’t need your apologies, Captain. Just let me have some time to myself.”
People were watching, their eyes wide with mixed emotions over the exchange. Only the crew ignored the two women, knowing it was nothing unusual. Letting Astoria slip through the crowd, Dawn slumped and signalled for the man behind the counter to pour her a drink. Pushing her way over, she leaned on the cool timber, wishing she could get drunk. There were few things she disliked about being a god, and one of them was never knowing the delights of intoxication.
“Are you ever going to grow out of this stupid girl stage?” Cass joined her at the counter, shoving her elbow into Dawn’s side with enough force to make the god grunt. “You’re going to lose her.”
“Of course I am. She’s mortal. You’re all mortal. I will lose all of you.”
“That’s not what I mean, and you know it. Fuck Dawn, seriously. Astoria is the best thing that has ever walked into your life, and you are one mistake away from ruining it.”
Glaring at the dark liquid in the tankard in front of her, the Storm Queen said, “I can’t give her what she needs. Tory is mortal, and I’m a god. It doesn’t matter how much I crave her; she’ll never be part of me.”
“Doesn’t mean you can’t love her back. Sure, you’ll end up with a broken heart, but how else will you learn to value what’s right in front of you? I bet that’s why Charnel won’t pass over yet. Because you don’t deserve to have one of the other parts of you until you learn to appreciate the people who love you.”
“Oh, fuck off, Cass. What would you know about it?”
Sneering, the kelpie grabbed one of Dawn’s braids and yanked on it. “I’ve lived longer than you can imagine, you impertinent little brat. As has most of your crew. We’re thousands of years old, and we’re here because we believe in what we’re doing. Doesn’t mean we have to stay.”
“Maybe she should leave,” Dawn muttered before sculling her drink. “She deserves to find someone who can love her back and who won’t ruin what is left of her life.”
“Yes, she bloody well should. And we’ll help her do it because she’s one of us. If Tory goes, we’ll take her wherever she wants, and if you try to stop her, you’ll find yourself without a fleet.”
Leaving the god at the counter, Cass turned to locate Astoria. She had found a spot in a corner where people did not want to linger. It was tucked beneath the stairs to the upper levels of the tavern, where those wanting to get a little better acquainted with a pirate were free to pay for a room for the night. The only ones who never took up the offer of a room were Dawn and Astoria. They always returned to the ship, taking the time to stretch their wings together. 
Glancing back at her god, Cass wanted to beat the fool over her head with something heavy. Or drown her repeatedly until she got it through her thick skull that she would regret letting Astoria go. No one else was stupid enough to fall in love with the one god who was a walking tempest in a teacup except the daughter of the woman who had gotten between the mad god and the victims of the Sundering. She had seen the late Queen Malena in action as one of Death’s Ravens, and she knew Astoria did her mother proud, even if the younger woman could not see it for herself.
“Need to talk?” Sliding onto the bench opposite Astoria, Cass gave her a grim smile. “She’s an idiot.”
“Yes, she is, but I think I’m insane.”
“Don’t know about that.”
Astoria arched a brow and kicked her under the table. “Considering I keep expecting her to change, I think I’m living the definition of insanity. I do the same thing over and over, and the results never fucking change. Why? What stupidity drives me to stay with her?”
“Love is stupid.”
“She’ll never love me back, Cass! I need to let go of her.”
Cass leaned against the wall, listening to the hum of the crowd. “Look, I won’t argue because you’re right. You need to let go of her. Dawn is a child compared to us, and sometimes children learn best when they lose their favourite toys. She takes you for granted. It’s time that stopped, but you’re the only one who can make that choice.”
“I keep thinking it’s time I went home,” Astoria replied, rubbing her chin nervously. “I have a lot to make up for, and sometimes it feels like there is this huge gnawing pit in my heart that’s slowly consuming me with guilt. It’s burning me up. Silaine might have forgiven me for abandoning her after I got her out of the castle that day, but what about Eivor? I turned my back on my sister, my queen, and it’s time I answered for that.”
“That’s heavy thinking for anyone, Tory. Your sister has done well for herself. You’ve met one of her consorts, and did Thorne give you any reason to think she wanted you to return?”
“No, quite the contrary. Doesn’t mean I shouldn’t. A weariness has burrowed into my bones and I’m tired, Cass. Aren’t you?”
“We’ll sail for whatever port you want us to, but if you choose to go to Diwan, we cannot walk that path with you. It’s one journey you’ll take alone. And Dawn won’t follow. She cannot.”
Humming thoughtfully, Astoria located the god on the other side of the tavern. People surrounded her, eager to be as close to a divine being as possible. It was laughable to imagine Dawn as an answer to anyone’s prayers, but she knew better. The god of air did her best to help people who needed it without disrupting the delicate balance of the world. Of course, that did not extend to her temper tantrums and the effect they had on Tir. Wishing she had a drink, Astoria contemplated slipping from the tavern to return to the ship. She knew where Dawn kept a stash of wine from the eternal valley of spring, and it was a far better option for getting drunk than anything the town offered.
“I heard something interesting before the two of you got cranky with each other again,” Cass said, propping her legs up on the bench. “Something about your sister.”
Studying the strand of kelp growing amongst Cass’s hair, Astoria grunted. “Did you?”
“Seems her eldest child just turned 70, and they threw a big party in spite of the threats after they broke the treaty between Diwan and the Spire.”
“That sounds like my sister. Eivor was always the most family oriented of us. Our parents doted on her.”
“And yet, you’re the daughter Malena snuck away to fight in a war with. I wonder if the dullaghan has told your sister about it. Princess Astoria, the Battle Hawk who fought beside dragons, and saved the lives of the women who locked the mad god in her prison. You’d think the gods owed you one.”
Looking away guiltily, she knew it was an ill-kept secret. Dawn never asked about it, but Astoria suspected she was aware of details of her past she had not shared, considering Death had thanked her for her part all those years ago. Not the god of death she had met on the battlefield, but the one who had destroyed the mad god before she burned Tir to a husk. The battle often haunted her dreams, and she hated waking alone, upset over the memories. 
“Do you have nightmares of the things you’ve done?”
“Sometimes. I’ve eaten my share of innocents. The difference between us is the gods made me this way. I had no say over the hunger for flesh that eats at me. You chose to claw the eyes out of a few goblins before they were roasted by a dragon or killed by the Executioner. You coated your feathers in the dust of those turned to husks by your mother and the other Ravens. Free will and all that fun stuff.”
Snorting, Astoria wished she had Cass’s ability to make things seem lighter than they were. She knew the secrets her mother had sworn her to keep were part of the reason guilt ate at her. As the middle child, people had often forgotten she was there. Her parents included. King Craven Havard had made his deals with the mad god and with Death, and Eivor, with her terrifying powers, was the product of those. And she knew all about her mother’s deal with Oblivion that had seen her offer Silaine to War and his winged warriors to bring back the Ravens. No one ever realised how much she knew.
“I’m just the dismissed warrior. The one daughter who wasn’t special.”
“Are you sure about that?”
Remembering the feel of fire caressing her feathers as she flew alongside her dragon allies, Astoria shrugged. She had always questioned how she survived the battle to protect the humans and elves of the twin cities of Endara and Ensaycal. The first time she saw a map of the land where Dawn’s parents had been born, she had felt like she had been gutted. Finding the names of those ancient cities scrawled across kingdoms was a step back into the smoke, and the blood, and the fires. It had fed a hungry ember she had kept buried since then, and the Storm Queen had weathered the brunt of her fury over what she viewed as blatant disrespect for the dead. But she had visited those lands, drifting over them on unburnt wings, and saw how different they were to the land she had shed blood for.
“You know, I’d love to see Dawn go toe to toe with Oblivion.”
Snorting, Cass covered her mouth and shook her head, so she did not draw unwanted attention. “Me too. It would be hilarious… and then the Executioner would run her through with that nasty sword of hers.”
“If anyone deserved it.”
“You should fly back to the ship and get some rest. Those shadows under your eyes concern me.”
Eyeing the crowd, Astoria contemplated picking a random person from the town and heading upstairs to a room for the night. “I’ll think about it.”
“And while you’re thinking about it, don’t do anything that will make our brat of a captain decide to gift this lovely little town with a cyclone. You know Charnel gets fed up with fixing her messes.”
“True, and I like him. He doesn’t deserve to put up with her shit.”
Cass leaned across the table to poke her chest. “Neither do you, and it’s time you remembered that.”
“Why do you put up with her?”
“Mine is an entirely different type of putting up with her. I’m not the one keeping her bed warm and waiting desperately for the day she wakes up and realises how good she’s got it. That’s all you, Tory.”
Her gaze found Dawn across the tavern. The god was staring, and Astoria felt a need to go to her. It was an agonising pull, a craving she had to deny. Clenching her jaw, she turned away. Everything Cass said was true. She was the one desperately waiting for something to change, and it was about time it did. But nothing would until she made it happen. Wrapping her magic around herself, she tapped her nails against the timber of the table.
“I’m going home, Cass. It’s time. Especially since the Blood Queen is becoming a bigger threat. I fear what will happen when she turns her sights on Diwan.”
“Good girl. We'll get you there, no matter what the captain might threaten. You have my word.”






  
  THREE 


“Trust the fire .”
Jolting awake, Astoria pressed a hand to her chest, feeling the hammering of her heart against its cage of bones. The linen blanket clung to her sweaty body, refusing to fall easily as she sat up. Sprawled across the other half of the bed, Dawn had her head buried under a pillow. More concerned with the burning of her limbs, the duine did not spare a surprised thought over finding the god still present. Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply, tasting the ever-present promise of rain accompanying the woman beside her. With each slow breath, Astoria focused on calming her racing heart and examining the magic raging through her veins. There was no blood lust, no desperate fury of a warrior demanding to be let loose. It was simply there, burning as though she was a piece of timber thrown into a fire.
Dragging a hand over her face, she shoved the tousled brown locks out of the way of her eyes and slid her legs over the edge of the bed. There was no point staying where she was. Glancing at Dawn, she considered waking the god and extended a hand to shake her. Yanking it back, Astoria decided not to bother. Whatever was going on with her magic and her nightmares had nothing to do with her lover. Besides, she could not see the point of sharing it since she planned to leave The Storm Bird when they sailed into the port nearest Diwan. When her mind turned to her former home, the princess suspected it was the source of her problems, and nothing Dawn could say or do would solve it for her.
Astoria staggered to the washbasin, dipping her hands into the water. It was ice cold, and she hissed through bared teeth. Scooping some to splash over her face, she enjoyed the trickle down her skin and the drips from her chin left an odd sensation behind them. Beneath her feet, she felt the gentle motion of the sea as it carried the ship across its surface. No vessel in Dawn’s fleet ever sank or sailed into unpleasant weather. Even though the sleeping woman was the god of air, Astoria knew it was the god of water who kept them truly safe. Charnel drifted through the waters of Tir, guarding the ships sailing under the Storm Queen’s flag. There was always fresh water, and they were never becalmed. Sometimes she wondered if he did it for her rather than Dawn.
“I thought I heard you wake up,” Dawn said, sticking her head out from under the pillow. “Are you coming back to bed? It’s still dark outside, and I can think of a few things to do.”
She felt too hot to go back to sleep. “Can you make it cooler in here? I’m worried I might be sick. If I don’t feel any better, I’ll go see Marija for something to help.”
Almost instantly, the temperature in the cabin dropped, and Astoria shivered. It was too soon to tell if it helped, but Dawn rolled out of the bed to approach her in concern. She wanted to laugh at the fearful way the god eyed her, but it faded into tenderness when she began examining her. The god had never experienced illness for herself, but she had seen enough of her people go through various afflictions. Cass liked to laugh about the first time the crew brought a vomiting sickness onboard, boasting it had sent Dawn running for her mother to heal everyone because they were clearly dying. They were not, but the young god did not know how to deal with such a thing when her mother was the god of life, and the mortals who circled around her were immune to illness because of her power.
“Come on, let’s get you back into bed. Is it your stomach, Tory? Or your head? Tell me because I can’t figure it out alone.”
Dawn’s hands were soothing, and Astoria leaned into her, inhaling the scent of a building storm. “I don’t know what it is. I’m just so hot, and my magic is being difficult.”
“You’re burning up. I’ll get Marija.”
“No! Just lie down with me for a little while. I was having a nightmare, so maybe this is a reaction to that. Besides, you feel nice, and I think it’ll help if we just cuddle.”
Stumbling over to the bed, Astoria sat on the end while the god stared at her in concern. Away from Dawn’s touch, her skin felt like it was going to catch on fire again. For a moment, she considered going outside and jumping overboard to use the sea to quench the heat burning through her. She knew Charnel would be there to keep her afloat for as long as she needed. Eyes darting to the covered window, Astoria could not help wondering if he might know what was going on with her.
“Are you sure that’s what you want?” Dawn sounded small, the uncertainty on her face surprising Astoria. “I don’t want you to be sick, Tory. Marija can help before you get worse.”
Holding out a hand, she nodded. “While you were touching me, I felt a little better. You’re nice and cool, Dawn, and it felt so good.”
“The cooler air in the cabin isn’t helping?”
“A little. Now, come hold me before I decide to jump overboard.”
Scowling, Dawn crossed to the bed and sat. Her arm settled around Astoria’s back, a cool line of comfort seeping through the blanket of fire her skin had become. Their gazes met, and the god bit her lip, worry banishing any thoughts of taking advantage of the naked woman pressed to her. It did not have the same effect on the duine, and she leaned in close enough to kiss without going through with it. The cool touch of Dawn’s breath, and the magic coating her, was intoxicating. Astoria wanted nothing more than to push her back and lay on top, melding as much of their bodies together as possible.
“Fuck,” she murmured. “I think maybe you should get Marija before I take advantage of you.”
Dawn’s hands slid over her gently. “You might need to move out of the way first.”
“I don’t want to.” Grazing her cheek against Dawn’s, Astoria groaned when it felt like ice sliding over her skin. “Why do you feel so agonisingly wonderful? Have you done something to me, oh mighty god of the sky?”
“No, I’m just cooler than you are. You feel hotter than my mother.”
Being compared to the god of life turned her desire into discomfort, and the duine jerked back. Taking the chance to jump away, Dawn stood a short distance from the bed, staring at her in bafflement. Clenching her hands in the sheets, Astoria swallowed, closing her eyes while she attempted to rein in her magic again.
“Maybe I should get my mother instead of Marija.” Cocking her head, Dawn chewed on her bottom lip. “This doesn’t seem right. Your magic isn’t like it normally is.”
“Just get the fucking healer, please, Dawn.”
“Fine. But don’t go anywhere.”
Watching her stomp over to the door, Astoria said, “Marija, not your mother. I don’t feel like having the god of life poking me. You know she makes me uncomfortable.”
“She’s just my mother!”
“She looks at me strangely. Your uncle is worse. If I never have to see Lord Time again, it would be too soon. I’d rather ask Charnel to drown me than to deal with your family.”
Hurt crossed Dawn’s face before she turned to yank open the door. With so many shape shifters onboard, the crew did not care about nakedness, so no one batted an eye at the sight of their naked captain stalking through the ship. She found the healer in the small room set aside as an infirmary. The Storm Bird was a large vessel, but space was a limited thing. When Dawn entered, Marija arched a brow.
“What have you done this time?”
“Nothing! Why would you assume I’ve done something wrong?”
Marija snorted, putting her hands on her hips. “Because it’s normally the safest assumption.”
“Tory woke up burning hot. We think she’s sick. Can you come?” Dawn glanced over the room, chewing the inside of her cheek. “Sorry, I don’t know if you were doing something important.”
Waving at the shelves of supplies, the woman shrugged. “Taking inventory. I restocked a few things in the last town, but you know what this bunch of idiots is like. None of you can avoid hurting yourselves for long. It’s like they’re encouraged by your insanity.”
She huffed, debating if arguing with the healer was worth the time when Astoria was back in their cabin with a fever. “Yes, yes, my insanity is infectious. Let’s hope Tory isn’t.”
Fussing around the room, Marija gathered a few things, tucking them into the pockets of her apron. Like most of the crew capable of changing forms, she wore simple clothes for ease of stripping when needed. Patches of brightly coloured scales decorated her skin, matched by the colours of her hair. When she was in her merform, the healer was one of the most beautiful women Dawn had ever seen. Her beckoning call had lured many an enemy sailor from the decks of their ships, where they fell prey to her claws and fangs.
“Tell me what other symptoms Tory has?”
“Nothing. Just a fever and her magic feels weird.”
Humming, Marija stared into the distance, her gaze losing focus as she ran through her options. “Not much point taking anything else until I know what’s wrong with her. She probably picked up something from the town while we were there. I’ll monitor the rest of the crew.”
Prompted by her shooing gestures, Dawn led the way through the ship towards her cabin. When they got there, the door was open, and rushing in, she snarled upon finding the room empty. Standing in the doorway, Marija eyed the angry woman in understanding. The crackle of lightning tainted the air, fuelled by the temper of the sky god. Grinding her teeth, Dawn shoved past the healer, stomping her way out on deck.
“Where is Astoria?”
Her shout drew attention, and Cass hollered from her place at the wheel. “She’s gone flying.”
“Fuck!” Throwing her hands in the air, Dawn spun around to share an exasperated look with Marija. “I better go after her. If she’s sick, and flying out there, she could kill herself.”
“You’re right. This isn’t your fault, Captain.”
“I should have made her come with me to see you, but she wasn’t right, and I wasn’t thinking.”
Another member of the crew had taken over the wheel, and Cass marched down the steps to join them. “What’s going on? Has something happened to Tory? She said nothing when she came out here. Just shifted forms and took off. I figured you’d been arguing again.”
Gazing at the glittering night sky, Dawn opened her mind to her power. “She’s sick. Woke up with a terrible fever, and I left her alone to get Marija. I need to go after her. Flying at night is dangerous enough for her but doing so while battling a fever is more than risky.”
“Can birds have a fever?” Marija looked at Cass.
“Why are you asking me?” The kelpie held her hands up. “I turn into a horse and a seahorse. Why would I know if a bird can have a fever? Not to mention the part where she’s a duine and not a true bird.”
Thankful she was naked and did not need to worry about ruining any clothes, Dawn drew her power through her body. Wings burst from her back, their weight taking a moment to adjust to. She could sense every change in the air, the way the currents interacted with each other. So far out at sea, there were few birds to be found, so she was confident it would be a straightforward task to locate Astoria before something terrible happened to her. Giving her space to flap the massive limbs, Marija and Cass exchanged worried looks.
“Do you want us to take to the water?” Cass inclined her head at the rail.
“No. If she hits the sea, Charnel will save her. Stars know, he’s always around.”
Launching into the air, Dawn relished the rush through her feathers. Flying gave her a pleasure that was unmatched. When she first decided she wanted wings, her parents had laughed and told her she would have to change her entire existence to manage it. So she had. They had stopped laughing after the wings appeared, her feathers the colour of a stormy dawn sky. Tigernach, king of the danann, had taught her to use them, and she knew he never let her father live it down.
“I’ll bring her back.”
The ship grew smaller the higher she went. Hovering far above the sea, Dawn cast her power out like a net, seeking the familiar ripple of her hawk. When she wanted to, she could connect with the entire sky, feeling every particle. She rarely did, fearful of the results if she lost her mind in the sensation. Having watched her mother become lost in her power for days, the young god knew better than to risk finding out what happened when she fucked around with the power fuelling her existence. Continuing to reach across the sky, Dawn grew increasingly concerned when she could not find Astoria.
“Where are you, my Battle Hawk?” she muttered, drifting along the strongest air current. “You should be here somewhere. I wasn’t gone that long, and it’s dark.”
Remembering Astoria’s comment about throwing herself overboard, Dawn stared at the dark entity far below. Despite the clear night sky, she was too far away for the sea to be anything more than a shadowy beast waiting to swallow any unfortunate fool who tried to tame it. Panic raced through her, fuelling thoughts of what might happen if their comments about Charnel being around to save Astoria were wrong. In her fevered state, the duine might have shifted back while flying, expecting the god of water to be there to catch her, only to succumb to the depths when the god of water proved her faith wrong.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” 
Delving into her mind, Dawn reached for the chain connecting her to the other god. It was always there, tucked away in a corner, reminding her he was one part of her essence. They avoided each other as much as possible, refusing to acknowledge their bond. Air and water, two lonely gods waiting for the other parts of their power to come into existence. She had hoped for so many years that Jen would become her god of the earth, but the other woman had decided on a different path. All these years later, and it still hurt like someone had taken a knife to her heart. Everyone had told her not to set her sights on the daughter of Chaos, that Jen could not be Earth, but Dawn had stubbornly clung to her dream.
Leaving her power to soak in the sky, the pirate captain drifted towards the sea in a downward current. Her fear for Astoria had spread through the air, becoming clouds that would have appeared ominous if their part of Tir had been facing the sun. The thread linking her to Charnel drew her, but despite his proximity to The Storm Bird, Dawn did not feel relief. She needed to get the sick woman back to their ship, where Marija could tend to her. 
Remaining in the air above where she sensed the other god, she clenched her fists and contemplated how to approach the situation. Charnel was beneath the surface, bundled up in a massive air bubble that she could extend her power to. If it had been just him, Dawn would have popped it, but the fact it even existed confirmed he had Astoria.
She stared at the murky waters, watching the battling waves that seemed angered by her presence. Whenever Dawn dared put a toe in the sea, it lashed out at her. The crew thought it was hilarious to push her overboard, only to have her slammed back on deck by a furious wave controlled by the water god. Sometimes it felt like a game Charnel had going with her crew to make her suffer. If anyone else went overboard, he returned them gently, held aloft by a cradling hand of water. Astoria received the best treatment, which confirmed to Dawn that it was just her he hated. 
“Charnel! I need her back. She’s sick,” Dawn shouted at the sea, reluctant to reach across the bond to speak into his mind. “Please, Charnel. Tory needs to see Marija before she gets worse.”
The sea lashed out at her; a furious spray that left the feathers of her wings soaked. Huffing, Dawn swiped a hand across her face to dislodge the sodden strands of hair sticking to it. If she tried to transport herself into the bubble, it could harm Astoria. All she could do was plead with the other god to return the duine to her before it was too late.
“I know you can hear me, Charnel. Just tell me she’s alive.”
“Go away, Tempest. Tory is safe with me. I’ll return her to the ship when she’s ready.” His voice sent unwelcome shivers down her spine as it caressed her mind. “She needs my help.”
Snarling at the water, Dawn knew she had no other choice. “Fine. But if she gets worse because of this, I’m telling Mother. I know how much you like it when she makes islands.”
“There’s no need to be a brat. I would never let harm come to Tory.”
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It was easier to breathe inside Charnel’s bubble beneath the surface of the sea than it had been onboard the ship. Curled up in his lap, she gazed at the murky waters that seemed to possess a glow. His hand stroked her hair gently, the silky thrum of his power a cool blanket that soothed Astoria far better than Dawn’s attempt. A small part of her felt guilty for leaving the ship, and for running from her lover without telling anyone what was going on. The fever had addled her thoughts to where the only instinct left in Astoria’s mind had been to seek the god of water for help. 
“Dawn is worried about you,” he murmured, tracing the line of her jaw with a chilled fingertip. “You can’t stay here indefinitely, my Fire Hawk. If I don’t take you back, she will get her mother.”
Rubbing her cheek against his leg, Astoria did not want to talk about Dawn. “I’m planning to go home to face my sister. Do you think she’ll welcome me with open arms?”
“You want to return to Diwan after all this time?”
“I need to.”
Charnel sighed, and the lights in the water flickered. “Perhaps you’re right, though I don’t imagine you’ll receive a warm welcome from Queen Eivor. It’s no secret you’ve been the lover of a god since you fled Diwan. Are you sure you want to risk what she might do to you?”
“Yes. Don’t tell Dawn, but I’m tired. So tired. Let me go home, and at least apologise to my sister for doing her wrong. She didn’t deserve to be abandoned by me.”
Without the feeling of being burnt from the inside out, Astoria could relax. Her eyes drifted closed, lulled by the safety she felt while wrapped in his watery power. It was one reason she enjoyed Charnel’s company, despite knowing it drove Dawn crazy. He never questioned it, or attempted to make her feel guilty for her choices when the duine needed someone willing to hold her without speaking.
“She’s going to find out the truth as soon as I return you to the ship,” he replied, running his fingers through her hair. “As soon as she gets her hands on you, she’ll have Marija work her healing magic, and they’ll find out what’s wrong with you. There’s nothing I can do to prevent it.”
“Wait, what do you mean? It’s just some sickness I picked up at the last port.”
“Tory, no, my precious Fire Hawk. It’s not. I can feel it in your blood, and it’s killing you.”
Astoria opened her eyes, turning her head to gaze up at him. “Then I should hurry home. At least Eivor won’t need to worry about looking bad by executing her sister.”
A surprising gleam of mischief appeared in his eyes, and Charnel
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